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Abstract

Transitions: Voices of Six EdD Graduates Reflecting on Their Doctoral Journeys

Katherine Dahee Seol

While prior research has examined doctoral students’ experiences during their programs,
less is known about how graduates make sense of the doctoral journey as a whole with the
benefit of time and reflection. This qualitative case study explored how six EdD graduates from a
cohort-based program in the Northeastern United States understood their doctoral experiences at
least two years after graduation, with particular attention to development and transition.

Guided by William Bridges’ transition theory, this study examined how participants
experienced endings, the neutral zone, and new beginnings during and beyond the doctoral
process. Data were collected through two in-depth semi-structured interviews (approximately 90
minutes each) with each participant and analyzed using narrative and cross-case approaches to
identify patterns in participants’ meaning-making over time.

Findings suggest that the doctoral journey functioned as a developmental and
psychological transition characterized by internal shifts in identity, voice, and sense of
legitimacy. The dissertation phase emerged as a prolonged “neutral zone,” characterized by
uncertainty, ambiguity, and challenges in navigating expectations—particularly within advisor
relationships. The extent to which participants experienced support within relational and
institutional contexts—conceptualized in this study as “holding environments”—shaped how
manageable or destabilizing these transitions felt. In addition, participants’ accounts indicate that
integration of the doctoral experience into their identities continued well beyond graduation and

was often recognized retrospectively.



These findings suggest that doctoral programs may benefit from more explicitly framing
the doctorate as a developmental transition, strengthening relational support structures to help
students through the messy middle, and creating opportunities for reflection during and after the
program. This study contributes to a growing understanding of doctoral education as a
developmental process shaped by the interplay of inner experience and external conditions of

support.
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Chapter 1: Introduction & Overview

Pursuing a doctoral degree is not just an academic achievement, it is a profound
developmental transition that reshapes students’ identities, sense of competence, and ways of
seeing themselves and their work (Bleah et al., 2023). Scholars have described this period as
liminal (Keefer, 2015), where students leave behind familiar roles and identities, enter into a
disorienting space of learning and unlearning, and eventually emerge transformed; not just in
terms of credentials, but in terms of how they understand themselves, their work, and their place
in the world (Creely & Laletas, 2019; Leshem, 2020). Identity shifts and meaning-making
processes such as these are already well-documented in the research on major life transitions,
such as becoming a parent (Laney, Hall, Anderson, & Willingham, 2015), transitioning to
professional practice (Graf et al., 2020), and adjusting to retirement (Pettican et al., 2011). In this
way, the doctoral journey is far more than a checklist of coursework, exams, and a dissertation. It
is a deep process of change, beginning with the decision to apply, stretching across each phase of
the program, and ultimately extending into post-graduation life (Baker & Pifer, 2011; Sverdlik et
al., 2018).

Doctoral programs are typically framed through external milestones such as completing
coursework, passing qualifying papers, defending the proposal, conducting research, and
ultimately defending the dissertation (Gardner, 2009; Lovitts, 2001). These structural markers
offer a visible roadmap for progress, but they do not capture the deeper, internal work unfolding
alongside them—the psychological, emotional, and identity shifts students undergo as they
question their competence, renegotiate professional identities, and wrestle with profound

uncertainty (Baker & Pifer, 2011; Gregory & Burbage, 2021; Sverdlik et al., 2018).



Scholars studying doctoral education have increasingly called attention to the inner
experience of doctoral students. For example, their struggles with imposter syndrome
(Handforth, 2022; Sverdlik et al., 2020; Wilson & Cutri, 2019), the evolution of their
professional and academic identities (Foot et al., 2014; Leshem, 2020), and the ways they re-
negotiate relationships with work, family, and themselves as they progress through the program
(Creely & Laletas, 2019). Research shows these internal processes often intensify during the less
structured phases of doctoral study, like the dissertation phase, when formal supports decrease
and students must rely more heavily on their own sense of agency and self-direction (Baker &
Pifer, 2011).

Alongside these internal struggles, doctoral students often juggle multiple competing
demands—balancing professional work, caregiving responsibilities, and academic pressures—
which can contribute to isolation, overwhelm, and even burnout (Sverdlik et al., 2018). These
personal and relational tensions reflect what some scholars have called the “hidden curriculum”
of doctoral education: the unspoken emotional, psychological, and identity work embedded in
the doctoral experience (Lovitts, 2001; Walker et al., 2008).

However, much of this research captures these experiences in real time, studying students
during their programs. Far fewer studies have explored how graduates make sense of their
doctoral experience as a whole—what stood out, what they had to let go of, what they wrestled
with, and what ultimately emerged (Leshem, 2020)—with the benefit of time and reflection.
Additionally, much of the literature tends to fragment the doctoral journey, focusing on specific
moments of transition such as the initial entry into doctoral study (Baker & Pifer, 2011) or the re-
entry into professional life after graduation (Sverdlik et al., 2018; Sweitzer, 2009). Other studies

focus on specific processes, such as identity development (Foot et al., 2014; Leshem, 2020),



coping strategies (Gregory & Burbage, 2021), or sources of stress and support (Jairam & Kahl,
2012). What is rarely captured is the full arc of the doctoral journey, described and made sense
of by graduates themselves—after they have gained the distance and perspective to reflect
holistically on what the experience meant (Creely & Laletas, 2019).

1.1 Personal Interest

I began my doctoral journey in Fall 2019 as a twenty-seven-year-old, cisgender Asian
American woman early in my teaching career. I entered the program initially with a practice-
oriented focus, which shaped both my expectations and my early experiences of doctoral study. I
was motivated by a desire to better understand how differences between myself and my
students—and among students themselves—were shaping science classrooms, and how science
could be taught in ways that are more engaging, accessible, and relevant for all learners. I hoped
to have a greater impact in my role as a science teacher and to contribute to improving science
education in K—12 classrooms. Getting accepted into the Science Education doctoral program at
Teachers College changed my life. At the time, however, I had little sense of what the doctoral
journey would actually demand.

Looking back, I now recognize how much I had yet to learn—not only about doctoral
work, but about the world, about people, and about myself. I left behind my home, my friends,
and everything familiar to move to New York. At the time, I did not fully understand the extent
to which this experience would challenge and reshape my sense of self. I had limited awareness
of my cultural values, my racial identity, and my developing sense of self, and I had little
understanding of what pursuing a doctorate would entail intellectually, socially, and emotionally.

Over time, this process required me to confront uncertainty, question my assumptions,

and navigate moments of doubt about my place within the program. The onset of COVID-19



further disrupted my sense of connection to peers, faculty, and the broader rhythm of doctoral
life. These experiences made visible the complexity of persisting in a doctoral program,
particularly during periods of uncertainty around direction and belonging. I had not anticipated
how difficult it would be to choose to stay—to keep going—during such moments.

My research interests shifted. My professional path evolved. And I changed, too. I
experienced significant personal and professional transitions—I fell in love, experienced
heartbreak and reconciliation, started and left jobs, changed dissertation topics and my
dissertation sponsor, and navigated academic setbacks and the demands of academic writing.
Across these experiences, I found myself returning to questions about what was happening to me
and whether it was worth continuing.

At my lowest point—when quitting felt like the only option—someone shared a book
with me about transitions. It gave me a language for what I was experiencing. I was not simply
lost or failing—I was in a transition: a messy, human, developmental process in which the person
I had been no longer fit, and the person I might become had not yet fully emerged. That
realization opened up a new question for me: Has anyone ever asked doctoral graduates to
describe this journey—not only in terms of the external steps they took, but in terms of their
internal experiences?

This study grew directly from that question. I wanted to understand the doctoral journey
as a lived, developmental experience—one marked by disruption, doubt, discovery, and
meaning-making. I wanted to hear from those who had crossed the finish line: What did they
have to let go of? What did they wrestle with? What sustained them? And ultimately, how did

they make sense of whether it was worth it?



At the core of this study lies a question that feels both personally urgent and academically
meaningful: When doctoral graduates look back, with the benefit of time and reflection, how do
they make sense of the journey? What did it mean—not only professionally, but personally and
developmentally? What mattered most, and what changed in them as a result?

I came to this inquiry not only as a researcher, but as someone still in the “messy middle”
(Bridges & Bridges, 2017) of my own doctoral journey. I had already begun to let go of many
old identities, assumptions, and ways of being, while also grappling with difficult questions
about whether the destination—the doctorate itself—would be worth the cost. I also recognize
that I am not alone in this experience. Doctoral students across fields wrestle with questions of
purpose, identity, and meaning—especially in programs designed for mid-career professionals
balancing work, family, and the demands of life beyond academia (Creely & Laletas, 2019;
Gardner, 2009; Sverdlik et al., 2018).

This study was my way of asking those who had made it to the end to look back and help
light the path ahead. I wanted to understand not just what they experienced, but how they made
meaning of it. To guide this inquiry, I drew from research on doctoral student experiences and
transitions—work that explores how students navigate the complex shifts of doctoral education,
from entry to candidacy to dissertation and beyond. I also drew from William Bridges’
Transition Theory (2019), which offers a lens for understanding transitions not merely as
external changes, but as internal processes of meaning-making, identity shifts, and redefinition.
Finally, I situated this study within the context of a cohort-based adult learning and leadership
EdD program in the Northeastern United States, whose structure, community, and curriculum

have shaped the journeys of the graduates I interviewed.



Ultimately, this study seeks to understand how six graduates—looking back—describe
what their doctoral journey meant to them: what changed, what mattered, and what it all added
up to. I hope this study contributes to the literature on doctoral transitions but also offers
something more human and reflective: a way of making sense of the journey for those still
walking this path, wondering whether the struggle will prove to be worth it in the end.

1.2 Problem Statement

The doctoral journey is widely recognized as a challenging, developmental process—one
that can shape students’ academic knowledge, sense of identity, relationships, and sense of
competence (Gardner, 2009; Lovitts, 2001; Sverdlik et al., 2018). Research has documented how
students struggle to navigate the unstructured post-coursework phase (Baker & Pifer, 2011), how
isolation and unclear expectations contribute to stress and self-doubt (Jairam & Kahl, 2012), and
how doctoral attrition rates remain stubbornly high—ranging from approximately 40% to 70%
across fields (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012; Rockinson-Szapkiw & Spaulding, 2014).

Much of this research focuses on particular moments of transition—such as the
adjustment to doctoral study (Baker & Pifer, 2011; Gardner, 2009) or the shift into postdoctoral
professional life (Sweitzer, 2009). These studies capture important insights, but they mostly
focus on students’ experiences while they are still actively enrolled (Leshem, 2020; Sverdlik et
al., 2018). Far less is known about how graduates make sense of the whole journey after they’ve
completed it, when they have the benefit of time, distance, and reflection (Leshem, 2020;
Sweitzer, 2009).

Other studies explore specific aspects of the doctoral experience. Some emphasize the
importance of relationships—with peers, faculty, and mentors (Baker & Pifer, 2011; Gregory &

Burbage, 2021). Others examine how doctoral identities develop over time, as students begin to



see themselves as researchers, scholar-practitioners, or something else (Foot et al., 2014;
Leshem, 2020). There is also literature on student wellness—how students manage stress,
isolation, and mental health (Jairam & Kahl, 2012; Pyhalto et al., 2012)—and studies that
describe how students navigate the complex intersection of academic, professional, and personal
demands (Creely & Laletas, 2019). Collectively, this body of work offers rich insight into pieces
of the experience, but very few studies have asked graduates to step back and reflect on the
whole arc of the doctoral journey—what it meant to them, how they made sense of it, and how
they see its value looking back (Leshem, 2020; Sweitzer, 2009).

In fields like nursing education, research has paid closer attention to transitions. Scholars
have studied how nursing students transition into doctoral programs (Bleah et al., 2023) and how
they transition into new professional roles after earning their degrees (Graf et al., 2020). These
studies highlight how much identity work occurs during these shifts, especially when
experienced clinicians become novice researchers (Hart & Swenty, 2016). However, even these
studies tend to focus on specific transition points—entry or exit—rather than treating the entire
doctoral experience as something graduates might understand as a developmental process, a
series of transitions, a transformation, a credentialing process, or something else entirely (Creely
& Laletas, 2019).

This study was guided by that curiosity: How do graduates of an adult learning and
leadership EdD program in the Northeastern United States, looking back with the benefit of time,
make sense of the doctoral journey as a whole? What do they believe mattered most? What
proved most difficult, and most rewarding? What sense do they make now of the program

structure, the coursework, the dissertation—and the ways they themselves changed (or didn’t)



along the way? And, ultimately, do they believe it was worth it—and if so, why, for whom, and
in what ways?
1.3 Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to explore how six graduates of an adult learning and
leadership EdD program in the Northeastern United States describe and make sense of their
doctoral journey at least two years after graduation. While external milestones such as
coursework, qualifying papers, and the dissertation process provide a visible map of progress
(Gardner, 2009; Lovitts, 2001), research highlights that some of the most profound changes
doctoral students undergo are internal—shifts in their sense of competence, professional identity,
and meaning-making (Baker & Pifer, 2011; Sverdlik et al., 2018; Cotterall, 2013). These internal
experiences, though often invisible, are central to understanding what the doctoral journey
ultimately means to those who have lived it.

Additionally, while research has documented doctoral students’ struggles with isolation,
role shifts, and academic identity development (Gardner, 2009; Baker & Pifer, 2011; Cotterall,
2013; Sverdlik et al., 2018), most of these studies capture students’ experiences in the moment,
before they have had time to step back and reflect on the experience as a whole (Leshem, 2020;
Sweitzer, 2009).

This study centered those internal experiences by taking a different approach—asking
graduates to look back on the full arc of their doctoral experience and to narrate, in their own
words, how they make sense of their doctoral journey. Because my goal was to understand how
graduates make sense of the journey with the benefit of hindsight, this study also adopted a
retrospective approach—inviting participants to reflect on and narrate their experiences after at

least two years have passed since graduation.



To do this, I invited six graduates to reflect on and articulate the meaning of their
doctoral journey in their own words, including how they understand the changes they
experienced—whether personal, professional, academic, or otherwise—and how they make
sense of the value and meaning of the journey as a whole. This allowed their stories to surface
the moments, relationships, and turning points that they themselves see as most meaningful
(Creely & Laletas, 2019).

I selected Bridges’ Transition Theory (Bridges & Bridges, 2017) as a guiding framework
for this study because of its emphasis on the internal, psychological experience of transition over
time. While other theories of transition (e.g., Meleis, 2000; Schlossberg, 2011) have examined
aspects of developmental and adult transitions, Bridges’ framework centers the lived experience
of endings, ambiguity, and new beginnings.

This focus aligned with the retrospective nature of this study, in which participants
reflected on their doctoral journeys after completion. In particular, the concept of the “neutral
zone” offered a meaningful way to understand the prolonged periods of uncertainty, identity
shifts, and ambiguity that many participants described. This framework also resonated with my
own experience of the doctoral journey, which I came to understand only in hindsight as a
process marked by uncertainty, disruption, and eventual reorientation. Thus, Bridges’ framework
provided a useful lens for interpreting the less visible, developmental dimensions of the doctoral
experience that may not be captured by more linear or stage-based models.

As I will discuss in the next sections, this study builds on literatures on doctoral student
experiences, research on transitions, and is situated within the distinctive context of a cohort-
based, mid-career EdD program. The structure and design of such programs may shape how

participants experienced and now understand their doctoral journey. By centering graduates’



retrospective meaning-making, my study aims to contribute to scholarly conversations about
doctoral education and transitions—but also to offer something more personal: insight for those
who are still in the thick of their own doctoral journeys, wondering what it all might mean in the
end.
1.4 Research Questions

My research was guided by three research questions, all aimed at understanding how
graduates of a cohort-based adult learning and leadership EdD program in the Northeastern
United States, looking back with the benefit of time and reflection, describe and make sense of
their doctoral journey. These questions ask a group of 6 graduates to reflect on several aspects of
their experience: the moments, experiences, or relationships they now identify as especially
meaningful or significant; the ways they experienced change within themselves—personally,
professionally, academically—and the external events, program structures, or life experiences
they believe shaped that change; the meaning and value they now attach to the journey as a
whole, including whether their understanding of why they pursued the doctorate has shifted over
time; and finally, how they characterize the doctoral journey itself. Graduates were invited to
describe what kind of experience they believe it was—whether they now understand it as a life
transition, a developmental process, a professional credential, a transformative experience, a
marathon, or something else entirely.

These questions were intentionally open-ended, leaving room for graduates to tell their
stories in their own way. Rather than assuming the doctoral journey fits neatly into any one
framework, my research invited these participants to describe what the experience meant to

them—and how they would name them now. This approach reflects the study’s constructivist
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stance (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), which values the meanings participants themselves make,

rather than imposing any fixed definition or model.

1)

2)

3)

This study addresses the following research questions:

How do six EdD graduates, who completed their degrees at least two years ago, describe
and understand what felt most meaningful or important in their doctoral journey—and
why?

How, if at all, do these graduates describe and make sense of changes in themselves—
personally, professionally, academically, or otherwise—over the course of their doctoral
journey? What external experiences, events, or relationships do they see as shaping those
internal changes?

How do these graduates make sense of the doctoral journey as a whole? What meaning
and value do they now attach to the experience, and what kind of experience do they
understand it to be (i.e., a life transition, a developmental process, a professional
credential, a transformative journey, a marathon, or something else entirely)?

RQ1 asks graduates to look back and name the moments, experiences, or relationships

they see as most meaningful or significant—and to explain why those stood out. I was interested

in what rises to the surface for them after time has passed, and how they make sense of why

those particular moments mattered. Some graduates named academic milestones, while others

focused on personal breakthroughs, relationships with peers or faculty, and even moments of

doubt or struggle that, in hindsight, shaped how they see themselves now.

RQ2 focuses more directly on change. I wanted to understand how these graduates

describe changes in themselves—personally, professionally, academically, or otherwise—and

how they make sense of those changes now. I also wanted to know what external experiences,
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events, or relationships they believed shaped those internal shifts. This question gave these
graduates the opportunity to connect the dots between what happened around them (program
structures, life events) and what happened within them (how they saw themselves, their work,
their purpose).

RQ3 takes a step back and asked graduates to reflect on the meaning and value of the
doctoral journey as a whole. With the benefit of hindsight, I sought to learn: how do they
understand what this journey added to their lives? What kind of value—personal, professional,
intellectual—do they now attach to the experience, and has that understanding shifted over time?
How do they now make sense of what kind of experience it was? Do they see it as a life
transition, a developmental process, a professional credential, a transformative experience, a
marathon, or something else entirely? This question is important because it gave these graduates
the space to choose their own metaphors, frames, and language to describe the experience in
their own terms.

Taken together, these questions allowed me to explore both the specific moments and
broader patterns that shaped how these graduates understood their doctoral journeys—and, just
as importantly, how they make meaning from the experience after they have crossed the finish
line.

1.5 Conceptual Framework

This study’s conceptual framework integrates multiple bodies of literature and theoretical
perspectives to examine how graduates of a cohort-based adult learning and leadership EdD
program in the Northeastern United States retrospectively make sense of their doctoral journeys.
It is grounded in three core components: (1) the broader landscape of doctoral education and

student transitions, (2) Bridges’ Transition Theory as the primary analytical lens, and (3) the
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unique experiences of EdD graduates reflecting on their transitions post-graduation. Together,
these elements shape the study’s research questions and methodological approach.

At the broadest level, this study is situated within the contemporary educational
landscape, where doctoral students navigate significant academic, professional, and personal
transitions. Research on doctoral persistence highlights the challenges of moving from structured
coursework to independent research, balancing multiple responsibilities, and coping with
institutional and structural barriers (Chamadia & Qureshi, 2021; Gardner & Gopaul, 2012;
Rockinson-Szapkiw & Spaulding, 2014). Studies have examined how students experience these
transitions in real time (Baker & Pifer, 2011; Creely & Laletas, 2019), yet far less is known
about how doctoral graduates look back on and make meaning of these experiences in hindsight.
This gap is where my research is positioned.

To analyze these retrospective reflections, I drew primarily on Bridges’ Transition
Theory (Bridges & Bridges, 2017). Bridges distinguishes between external change (a situational
shift, such as completing a doctorate) and internal transition (the psychological process of letting
go of old identities, navigating a liminal period of uncertainty, and eventually embracing a new
role or identity). His model consists of three phases:

e The Ending: Letting go of old identities, roles, or assumptions.

e The Neutral Zone: A liminal, often uncomfortable period of ambiguity, transformation,
and exploration.

e The New Beginning: The emergence of a new identity or role with greater clarity and
purpose.

This framework provides a structured way to examine how doctoral graduates, reflecting

on their doctoral experiences, describe moments of transition, identity shifts, and the overall
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meaning of their journey. While Bridges’ model is central to my analysis, I also acknowledge
related theoretical perspectives, such as Mezirow’s Transformative Learning Theory (1991),
which emphasizes deep reflection and perspective shifts, and Meleis’” Transitions Theory
(Schumacher & Meleis, 1994), which explores identity and role changes. Though these
frameworks offer valuable insights, Bridges’ model is uniquely suited for capturing the
developmental nature of transitions over time.

The cohort-based adult learning and leadership EdD program in the Northeastern United
States that served as the focus of this study provides a compelling case for studying doctoral
transitions. Designed for mid-career professionals balancing full-time work with doctoral studies,
the program follows an executive-style, cohort-based model that fosters reflection, professional
socialization, and identity development. My research focused on how 6 graduates of this
program, at least two years post-graduation, articulate the transitions they experienced and the
meaning they now attach to their doctoral journey.

The conceptual framework for this study, illustrated in Figure 1 below, synthesizes the
broader landscape of doctoral education, literature on doctoral student transitions, and Bridges’
Transition Theory, with my own doctoral experience informing the interpretive lens through
which these elements are understood. At the heart of the study lies the intersection of doctoral
transitions, meaning-making, and identity development—elements that shape the study’s
research questions and analytical approach. While this figure provides a visual representation of

the conceptual framework, I further expand on these components in Chapter I1.
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework

This conceptual framework centers on the reflections of 6 graduates from a cohort-based
adult learning and leadership EdD program in the Northeastern United States. It integrates
literature on doctoral education, research on student transitions, and Bridges’ Transition Theory,
with my own doctoral experience informing the interpretive lens through which these elements
are understood, to explore how EdD graduates make meaning of their doctoral journeys in
hindsight.

While much of the existing research captures doctoral students’ experiences in real time,
this study shifts the focus to retrospective meaning-making—examining how graduates, with the
benefit of hindsight, construct and interpret their transitions. This perspective offers new insights
into the long-term impact of doctoral education, identity development, and how individuals
integrate their doctoral experiences into their personal and professional lives. A more in-depth

discussion of the relevant literature and theoretical foundations can be found in Chapter II.
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1.6 Methodological Overview

This study employs a qualitative multiple case study design to explore how six graduates
of a cohort-based adult learning and leadership EdD program in the Northeastern United States
described and made sense of their doctoral journey at least two years after completing their
degree. The purpose of this research was to understand how these participants retrospectively
made meaning of their most significant experiences, personal and professional transformations,
and the overall value of their doctoral journey. By centering participants’ reflections, my study
seeks to illuminate how doctoral education is not only an external process of meeting academic
milestones but also an internal transition of identity, purpose, and meaning-making (Baker &
Pifer, 2011; Sverdlik et al., 2018; Cotterall, 2013).

To achieve this, I employed semi-structured interviews with a retrospective narrative
approach, and invited participants to reconstruct their doctoral experiences in their own words.
My research is informed by Bridges’ Transition Theory (2017), which conceptualizes transitions
as three distinct phases: letting go, navigating uncertainty, and embracing new beginnings.
However, I employed this framework as an interpretive tool rather than a rigid structure; my
analysis remained open to themes that emerged beyond Bridges’ model.

In this section, I provide a high-level overview of the study’s methodological choices—
including the rationale for a qualitative approach, participant selection criteria, data collection
methods, data analysis, and ethical considerations. A more detailed description of the research
design, procedures, and analytical framework appears in Chapter III.

Rationale for Qualitative Design
A qualitative research approach is best suited for this study because it allows for a deep

exploration of participants’ experiences and meaning-making processes. Qualitative research is
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particularly valuable when examining how individuals construct and interpret their realities
within a given context (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Since this study
focuses on how doctoral graduates reflect on and articulate their transitions—both professionally
and personally—a qualitative approach provided the depth and nuance needed to capture the
complexity of their journeys.

A multiple case study design (Yin, 2017) further strengthened this inquiry by allowing
for both within-case and cross-case analysis. Each participant’s doctoral journey was treated as
an individual case, providing a rich, detailed narrative of their experience. By comparing and
contrasting cases, my research aims to identify both shared patterns and individual differences in
how graduates from a cohort-based adult learning and leadership EdD program in the
Northeastern United States understand their doctoral transitions. This design allowed the findings
to capture both the deep personal dimensions of transition and the broader implications for
doctoral education.

Participant Selection

Participants were purposefully selected to align with the research focus (Maxwell, 2013).
The criteria for selection included:

1. Graduation Timeline: Participants must have completed their doctoral program at least
two years prior to participating in the study, allowing for retrospective reflection on their
doctoral experiences.

2. Program Participation: Participants must be graduates of a cohort-based adult learning
and leadership EdD program in the Northeastern United States, ensuring a shared

program structure while allowing for variation in individual experiences.
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3. Availability and Willingness to Reflect: Participants must be willing to engage in two 90-
minute interviews and share in-depth reflections on their doctoral transitions.
Recruitment began seven identified graduates of a cohort-based adult learning and
leadership EdD program in the Northeastern United States who expressed interest in
participating and appeared to meet the study criteria. If additional participants were needed, I
would have sought referrals through professional connections and faculty members affiliated
with the program. If further recruitment became necessary, I would have consulted program
leadership for additional participant recommendations. More details on participant recruitment
strategies are provided in Chapter III.
Data Collection

Data collection for this study consisted of two in-depth, semi-structured interviews per
participant, designed to elicit rich, reflective narratives about their doctoral journey. The first
interview focused on mapping their doctoral experience, while the second emphasized meaning-
making and reflection. These interviews allowed participants to articulate their most significant
moments, relationships, and challenges, while also providing space for emerging themes beyond
any predefined framework. A more detailed explanation of the data collection procedures,
including interview protocols and data analysis, is provided in Chapter II1.
Interviews

During the first interview, participants were asked to create a visual map of their doctoral
journey, identifying key experiences, transitions, and external influences that shaped their
growth. This mapping activity served as a foundational tool for structuring their narrative and
helped guide the interview discussion, rather than serving as a primary object of analysis. The

conversation explored their motivations for pursuing a doctorate, their initial expectations, and
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the key turning points in their journey. At the conclusion of the first interview, participants were
invited to select or create an artifact, story, or metaphor that encapsulates their doctoral
experience, which they discussed in the second interview, with a focus on how they interpreted
and described its meaning rather than on the artifact itself.

The second interview further explored how participants made sense of their experiences
in hindsight. This conversation was designed to delve into how they navigated uncertainty,
whether they experienced shifts in identity or purpose, and how they interpreted their doctoral
journey at the time of the interview. The discussion built on themes from the first interview
while allowing space for new insights to emerge.

Prior to this session, participants had the opportunity to review their first interview
transcript and clarify or expand on their responses, ensuring accuracy and depth in their
accounts. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. I shared some preliminary
interpretations with participants in interview #2 to engage participants in member checking in
order to verify the accuracy of my interpretation. They also reviewed their transcripts to check
for accuracy—as I did, thus attending to descriptive validity. This iterative approach ensures that
participants’ voices remain at the center of the study, providing a more authentic representation
of their reflections.

Data Analysis

Data analysis in this study followed an iterative, layered approach, balancing participant-
driven insights with theoretical perspectives. The process began with writing analytic memos
immediately after each interview to capture first impressions, emerging patterns, and potential
themes. These memos served as a record of my evolving interpretations and helped track

recurring ideas within and across participants.
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Once interviews were transcribed, I conducted open coding to identify initial themes and
patterns directly from participants’ words (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). This inductive process
ensured that analysis remained grounded in participants’ lived experiences before incorporating
any theoretical lenses. Following this, I engaged in thematic analysis, grouping related codes into
broader categories to understand how different aspects of participants’ narratives connect.

As a secondary layer of analysis, I employed theoretical coding using Bridges’ Transition
Theory (2017). This allowed me to examine whether and how participants’ experiences aligned
with the three phases of transition—Iletting go, navigating uncertainty, and embracing new
beginnings—while remaining open to insights that extend beyond this framework.

To ensure a rigorous and systematic analysis, I engaged in an iterative coding process,
using repeated readings of transcripts, analytic memoing, and careful organization of codes and
themes across participants. Additionally, I conducted a cross-case analysis to identify shared
experiences and key distinctions between participants. This comparative approach strengthened
the study’s validity by revealing both common trends and unique trajectories in how EdD
graduates navigate their doctoral transitions. €< Please add an example —if you have one, ok? Big
gratitude!

Throughout the process, I remained attentive to rival explanations and negative evidence,
ensuring that my interpretations remain open-ended rather than predetermined (Maxwell, 2013).
To enhance validity, I engaged in member checking, allowing participants to review and refine
my interpretations of their narratives. By integrating these analytical strategies, I wanted to honor
participants’ voices while contributing new insights to the broader conversation on doctoral

education and the lived experience of the doctoral journey.
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Ethical Considerations

My research prioritized participant confidentiality, voluntary participation, and data
security. All participants received an informed consent document outlining my study’s purpose,
data collection methods, potential risks and benefits, and confidentiality protections.
Participation was entirely voluntary, and individuals could withdraw at any time without
providing a reason or facing consequences. None of them did.

Since this study involved retrospective reflections on these participants’ doctoral journeys
and experiences, they discussed emotionally complex or personally meaningful moments. To
ensure their comfort, they could decline to answer any question, and they had the opportunity to
review and modify their interview transcripts before analysis (Maxwell, 2013).

Participant names were replaced with pseudonyms, and identifying details were
selectively modified to protect participants’ privacy while preserving relevant contextual
elements necessary to understand their experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Additionally, all
interview data were securely stored on a password-protected device, and no third parties—
including program faculty or administrators—have access to raw data. These measures align
with qualitative research ethics guidelines (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) and ensure that participants’
experiences are represented with integrity and respect.

1.7 Validity

In this section, I outline the steps I took to address key validity concerns in my research,
including researcher bias, reactivity, descriptive validity, interpretive validity, and theoretical
validity (Maxwell, 2013). A more detailed discussion of these considerations and how they are

addressed throughout the research process appears in Chapter II1.
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Researcher Bias

Given my personal connection to the topic, I actively reflected on my assumptions,
values, and preconceptions throughout the research process (Maxwell, 2013). To do this, I
engaged in reflexive journaling, analytic memo writing, and ongoing dialogue with my
dissertation sponsor and research colleagues (Gerson & Damaske, 2020). These practices helped
me critically examine how my own experiences might be influencing the way I collect, interpret,
and present data. Additionally, I made a conscious effort to identify and consider disconfirming
evidence, ensuring that my analysis is not unintentionally shaped by personal expectations or
theoretical leanings.
Reactivity

Reactivity refers to the potential influence of the researcher on participants’ responses
(Maxwell, 2013). As a doctoral student and educator, I recognize that participants may respond
differently based on their perceptions of my role. To mitigate this, I selected participants from a
doctoral program different from my own, avoiding any prior academic relationships. Throughout
the research process, I emphasized my role as a researcher and learner, framing the interviews as
an opportunity to understand participants’ experiences—not to validate any assumptions I hold.
To further examine the impact of reactivity, I asked participants at the end of the second
interview whether they felt the interview process influenced their reflections. This question
helped me assess how the research interaction itself may be shaping their narratives.
Descriptive Validity

Descriptive validity refers to the factual accuracy of data collection and transcription
(Maxwell, 2013). To address this, I digitally recorded and transcribed all interviews verbatim,

carefully reviewing the transcripts against the original recordings to check for accuracy
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(Creswell, 2014). This process supported the accurate representation of participants’ words and
meanings. In addition, participants had the opportunity to review their transcripts and clarify or
revise any portions they felt were unclear or inaccurate. Did any make revisions? You’ll want to
add that here please Katherine. Thank you.

Interpretive Validity

Interpretive validity refers to how accurately the researcher represents participants’
intended meanings (Maxwell, 2013). To strengthen this, I used participants’ exact words
whenever possible and construct narrative summaries that reflect their perspectives (Creswell,
2014). I also engaged in member checking, inviting participants to comment on my
interpretations when I shared them during the second interview in order to discern whether and
how my analysis reflected their experiences.

In addition, I participated in debriefings with my dissertation sponsor after each
interview, during which I shared my interpretations of data, including emerging themes and
findings. This provided an external perspective on my coding and interpretation processes,
helping ensure that my representations remain grounded in participants’ meanings rather than my
own assumptions.

Theoretical Validity

Theoretical validity concerns how well the study’s findings align with—or challenge—
existing theoretical frameworks (Maxwell, 2013). This study is guided by Bridges’ Transition
Theory (2017), which offers a lens for understanding participants’ experiences of change. During
data analysis, I looked for patterns that both confirm and complicate this framework, which
allowed for a more nuanced and contextually grounded interpretation. To support this, I

conducted multiple rounds of coding and comparison, refining themes to ensure that findings
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remain rooted in participants’ narratives rather than being shaped to fit any pre-existing theory
(Miles et al., 2019). Ongoing discussions with my dissertation sponsor and research colleagues,
advanced doctoral students trained in qualitative research, further support the credibility and
integrity of this process.

1.8 Limitations of the Study

As with any qualitative research, this study has certain limitations. Given its small sample
size, the findings are deeply contextual and specific to the experiences of the graduates I
interviewed, rather than broadly generalizable to all doctoral students navigating transitions
(Maxwell, 2013). While this approach allows for rich, in-depth exploration, it also means that the
study’s conclusions are intended to offer insight that may resonate with others, rather than
produce universally applicable findings.

Additionally, this study focused exclusively on graduates of a cohort-based adult learning
and leadership EdD program in the Northeastern United States and did not include doctoral
students from other institutions or disciplines. While this allows for an in-depth understanding of
how these graduates made sense of their doctoral journeys, their experiences may not fully
represent those of all EdD or PhD students. Participants also shared certain demographic and
experiential similarities such as gender, life stage, and the fact that they were mothers, which
may have shaped the perspectives represented in this study. Future research could expand this
focus to include graduates from a broader range of demographic backgrounds, programs and
fields.

A further limitation is participant availability. Because this study relied on in-depth
interviews, it required individuals who were willing and able to reflect on their doctoral journeys.

Some potential participants may have declined to participate due to time constraints or personal
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reasons, which may have limited the range of perspectives included. A more detailed discussion
of these limitations is provided in Chapter III.
1.9 Chapter Summary

In this chapter, I introduced the focus of this study—how graduates of a cohort-based
adult learning and leadership EdD program in the Northeastern United States, looking back with
the benefit of time, make sense of their doctoral journey. I began by discussing research on
doctoral education, particularly how students experience identity shifts, challenges, and
transitions throughout the process. While much of the existing literature captures students’
experiences while they’re still in the thick of it, fewer studies explore how graduates reflect on
the journey as a whole. This study aims to fill that gap.

I then outlined the purpose of the study: to understand how these graduates describe what
stood out to them, how they changed (or didn’t), and what meaning they now attach to the
experience. The research questions are designed to be open-ended, allowing participants to
define what felt most important in their own terms, rather than imposing a fixed framework.

The conceptual framework draws from research on doctoral student experiences,
Bridges’ Transition Theory, and the unique structure of the program. While Bridges” model
provides a helpful way to think about transitions as processes of letting go, navigating
uncertainty, and arriving at something new, this study does not assume that all participants will
describe their journey in those terms. Instead, the goal is to listen closely to how they understand
their experience.

I also provided a brief overview of the methodology, explaining that this is a qualitative

multiple case study using semi-structured interviews. Rather than focusing solely on milestones
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like coursework and dissertation completion, this study centers graduates’ own narratives—what
they remember, what mattered, and how they make sense of it all now.

Finally, I discussed validity and study limitations. Because this is a small, qualitative
study focused on a single EdD program, the findings are not broadly generalizable. However, my
goal was not to produce universal conclusions, but to offer rich, in-depth insights that may
resonate with others navigating similar transitions.

Chapter II provides a deeper examination of the literature, connecting this study to

broader conversations about doctoral education, identity, and transitions.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

The purpose of this study was to explore how six graduates of a cohort-based adult
learning and leadership EdD program in the Northeastern United States describe and make sense
of their doctoral journeys, at least two years after completing the program. This study examined
how these graduates, looking back with the benefit of hindsight, make sense of the moments,
experiences, and relationships they identify as most meaningful or important, how they describe
changes within themselves and the external factors that shaped those changes, how they
understand the overall meaning and value of the doctoral journey, and how they characterize the
journey itself. By centering participants’ own reflections and meaning-making processes, this
study aimed to contribute both to the scholarly understanding of doctoral transitions and to
practical conversations about how programs might better support students during and after the
doctoral journey.

In this chapter, I situate the study within the broader body of literature on doctoral
students’ experiences, transitions, and meaning-making—with particular attention to
retrospective reflection after graduation. I also present the conceptual framework that guides the
study, bringing together key insights from existing literature, the theoretical lens I have selected,
and the central focus of the study: how EdD graduates look back and make meaning of their
doctoral journeys.

I begin with an explanation of how I conducted my search for relevant literature,
including the keywords, databases, and selection criteria I used. I then present a literature review
on the experiences of doctoral students, beginning with an overview of the modern landscape of
doctoral education and the different factors that influence student experiences. This section

highlights doctoral attrition trends, the increasing challenges students face in transitioning from
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coursework to independent research, and how institutional and structural barriers contribute to
All-But-Dissertation (ABD) status. Additionally, I briefly address the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic, which exacerbated existing difficulties and shaped the doctoral experience in new
ways, particularly in terms of mental health, financial pressures, and academic progress.

Next, [ examine research on doctoral student transitions, with a particular focus on how
students navigate key phases of their journeys. I explore two bodies of literature: (1) studies on
transitions in nursing doctoral programs, which provide insight into how students in applied
professional fields experience academic transitions while balancing professional responsibilities,
and (2) research on transitions in education and business doctoral programs, which emphasize
professional socialization, identity development, and institutional support structures that
influence doctoral persistence.

I also review key theoretical perspectives on transition, including William Bridges’
Transition Theory, which provides a developmental framework for understanding how
individuals navigate major life changes. While these perspectives offer valuable insights into
doctoral student transitions in real-time, they have rarely been applied to understanding how
graduates retrospectively make sense of their journeys after completing their degrees.

By synthesizing these bodies of literature and theoretical perspectives, I aim to situate
this study within existing conversations on doctoral transitions while identifying an important
gap—how graduates, after completing their programs, retrospectively make sense of their
transitions. This two-part review lays the foundation for the conceptual framework and informs
the design of the study, which extends prior research by focusing on meaning-making in

hindsight.
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With this foundation established, I then present my conceptual framework, which draws
upon Bridges’ Transition Theory as my primary theoretical lens, alongside literature on
meaning-making and retrospective reflection. In this section, I explain how Bridges’
developmental perspective on transitions offers a useful way to understand the experiences of
doctoral students as they move through the stages of their journey. I also describe how this
framework, combined with insights from existing literature, directly informs my research
questions and my interpretation of participants’ stories.

Finally, I conclude this chapter with a restatement of my research questions, which
emerge directly from this review of the literature and my conceptual framework. Together, these
sections establish the scholarly foundation for the study and clarify the ways in which this
research contributes to existing conversations in the field.

2.1 Keyword Search / Search for Literature

To find the literature reviewed in this chapter, I used Educat+, the database available
through the Gottesman Libraries at Teachers College. I searched for terms such as “transitions
doctoral programs,” “doctoral students and transitions,” “William Bridges Transition Theory,”
and “doctoral student experiences.” My focus was on identifying articles in which transitions
were a central theme, as this is central to the study. Initially, I filtered for peer-reviewed articles
published after 2018 to focus on more recent research. However, I noticed that some
foundational studies were repeatedly cited despite being older. Because of their relevance, |
expanded my search to include studies from the last ten years.

One of the main criteria for selecting papers was that the concept of transitions had to be
a primary focus of the study. Accordingly, I selected papers that explored transitions experienced

by nursing doctoral students, as well as studies examining transitions among doctoral students
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more broadly. I intentionally avoided papers where transitions were only briefly mentioned or
treated as a secondary theme. My goal was to conduct an in-depth review and build upon prior
work where transitions were the central focus. While I reviewed some of these other papers, I
ultimately did not include them because they did not align with my focus. For example, some
studies were program-focused rather than centered on the process of transition.

In a few cases, I came across frequently referenced articles within the papers I was
reviewing. When this happened, I searched specifically for those articles to include them in my
review. I also made it a priority to select peer-reviewed studies to ensure the credibility of the
literature. This process helped me narrow my focus to a set of papers that closely align with my
research goals and provide a solid foundation for understanding transitions in the context of
doctoral education.

As I expanded my review to explore retrospective meaning-making after graduation, I
found that Educat+ did not yield the types of studies I was looking for. To address this gap, I
conducted an additional search using Google Scholar, which allowed me to access a broader
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range of sources. [ used terms such as “retrospective reflection doctoral students,” “meaning
making after graduation,” and “doctoral student identity post-PhD.” In selecting these sources, |
prioritized peer-reviewed journal articles and studies that were frequently cited in existing
research. This approach enabled me to identify key works that specifically address how
individuals reflect on and make sense of past transitions, which is central to this study.

Initially, I limited my search to studies published within the past six years to reflect more

recent developments in the field. However, I ultimately included earlier studies when they were

frequently cited and highly relevant to the focus of this study.
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2.2 Context of the Modern-Day Doctoral Student: Struggles Post Coursework

Pursuing a doctoral degree is often described as both intellectually rewarding and deeply
challenging (Ahmad, Maitlo, & Jeevan, 2023; Goodwin & Graebe, 2016). Doctoral education
has long been characterized by significant obstacles, with many students struggling to complete
their programs. Attrition rates in doctoral programs remain consistently high, with estimates
ranging from 40% to 70% of students leaving before completing their degrees (Gardner &
Gopaul, 2012; Rockinson-Szapkiw & Spaulding, 2014). As Creely and Laletas (2019) noted, a
substantial portion of students exit their programs within the first year, while others progress to
All But Dissertation (ABD) status but fail to complete their final research projects due to a
combination of institutional, structural, and personal barriers (Scott & Johnson, 2021). These
challenges include difficulties transitioning from structured coursework to independent research,
limited or inconsistent mentorship, and the often-isolating nature of dissertation work (Ahmad et
al., 2023).

Doctoral students frequently face issues related to advisor relationships, academic self-
efficacy, and mental health, with research suggesting that burnout, financial strain, and
competing professional or family obligations contribute significantly to attrition (Coker, 2022;
Allen et al., 2022). Structural inequities and systemic barriers can create additional challenges for
historically marginalized students, particularly Black doctoral students, who report encountering
racialized institutional barriers that compound the difficulties of the ABD phase (Scott &
Johnson, 2021). While existing interventions—such as structured dissertation boot camps and
peer support networks—have been implemented to address these challenges, many doctoral
students continue experience challenges with the transition to independent scholarly work and

maintaining momentum toward degree completion (Hanson, Loose, & Reveles, 2020).
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The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated these preexisting challenges, further straining
doctoral students and contributing to disparities in completion rates. The abrupt shift to remote
learning, restricted access to research resources, and disruptions to data collection significantly
hindered academic progress for many students (Donohue, Lee, Simpson, & Vacek, 2021).
Additionally, the pandemic intensified ongoing mental health concerns, with doctoral students
reporting increased levels of stress, anxiety, and social isolation, all of which negatively
impacted their ability to complete their degrees (Sverdlik, Hall, & Vallerand, 2023). Many
students also faced new caregiving responsibilities, financial insecurities, and disruptions to their
professional lives, creating an increasingly challenging landscape in which to sustain
engagement with their research (Evwerhamre, 2020). Moreover, the broader sociopolitical
climate, including political instability and racial injustice, further shaped doctoral students’
experiences during this period, particularly for students from marginalized communities who
already experienced inequitable access to institutional support (Scott & Johnson, 2021).

While students tend to excel during the structured coursework phase, many encounter
challenges maintaining momentum as they transition into the independent and often isolating
stages of research and dissertation writing (Baker & Pifer, 2011; Lim et al., 2019; Weatherall,
2018; Ciampa & Wolfe, 2019; Sverdlik et al., 2023). Given these challenges, intervention
programs have emerged to support ABD students at risk of noncompletion (Cook, 2022). These
programs attempt to address a widely recognized critical turning point in doctoral programs,
where institutional support declines, and students experience mounting academic, professional,
and personal pressures (Scott & Johnson, 2021; Sigafus, 1998; Martinsuo & Turkulainen, 2011).
The difficulty of this transition is further compounded by the reality that many doctoral

candidates are balancing full-time employment, caregiving responsibilities, and financial
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obligations, making it increasingly difficult to manage the demands of their programs (Martinez
et al., 2013; Evwerhamre, 2020).

Within the literature, key factors associated with doctoral student success and retention
include strong advisor relationships and access to peer support networks. Studies have
consistently shown that the quality of the supervisor—student relationship significantly influences
student satisfaction, persistence, and academic success (Baker & Pifer, 2011; Barnes & Austin,
2009; Creely & Laletas, 2019). Strong advisor support is often identified as a protective factor
against attrition, while weak advisor relationships are associated with feelings of isolation and
increased dropout risk (McAlpine & Amundsen, 2009; Spaulding & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2012).
Additionally, research highlights the importance of socialization opportunities for doctoral
students, as peer connections help mitigate the challenges of isolation and burnout (Ali et al.,
2007; Creely & Laletas, 2019).

A recent study conducted by Allen et al. (2022) further underscores the critical role of
advisor relationships in shaping doctoral student well-being. Their findings indicate that advisor
satisfaction significantly moderates the impact of stressors such as academic pressure, mental
health challenges, and substance use. In cases where students perceived their advisors as engaged
and supportive, they were better equipped to navigate the pressures of doctoral study.
Conversely, students who reported dissatisfaction with their advisors were at greater risk for
burnout and attrition. Given these findings, institutions may benefit from prioritizing strong,
supportive advisor-student relationships and implementing interventions that address the specific
needs of students at risk of noncompletion.

Given these challenges, this study explores how doctoral graduates retrospectively make

sense of their transitions, particularly in relation to the academic, professional, and identity shifts
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they experienced throughout their doctoral journey. While much of the existing research on
doctoral student attrition and persistence focuses on the difficulties students encounter in real
time (Gardner, 2009; Baker & Pifer, 2011; Cotterall, 2013; Sverdlik et al., 2018), far less is
known about how graduates look back on their experience and construct meaning from it. This
study builds on research that highlights the role of retrospective reflection (Lu, 2017; Kaplan-
Berkley, Strickland, & Dimartino, 2021) to explore how former doctoral students interpret the
transitions they went through and how the doctoral experience ultimately shapes their personal
and professional trajectories. In doing so, this research contributes to existing scholarship on
doctoral student challenges and persistence by providing insight into how students, after
completing their degrees, make sense of the difficulties they faced along the way.

Rather than re-examining well-documented issues of doctoral attrition in depth, this study
takes a different approach—one that considers how doctoral graduates reflect on the significance
of their journey and the ways in which their experiences, struggles, and achievements take on
new meaning over time. While prior research has examined the structural and interpersonal
factors that influence doctoral persistence (Scott & Johnson, 2021), advisor relationships (Allen
et al., 2022), and the challenges of balancing academic and personal responsibilities
(Evwerhamre, 2020), this study focuses on how graduates retrospectively make sense of these
experiences. Specifically, this study asks: How do they view their doctoral journey in hindsight?
What meaning do they attribute to the transitions they navigated? How do they see themselves
differently now compared to when they first entered the program? By centering the reflective
meaning-making process that occurs post-graduation, this study offers a complementary

perspective to the existing literature on doctoral student success and attrition—shedding light on
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not only the obstacles students face but also how they ultimately process and integrate these
experiences into their identities and professional lives after the doctorate.
2.3 The Literature: How Transitions Have Been Explored in Previous Research

To situate this study within existing research, I review the literature on transitions and
how they have been explored in previous studies. I focus on two categories of research. The first
examines transitions in the context of nursing and nursing education, including three papers that
explore transitions in nursing and nursing PhD programs. The second focuses on transitions in
doctoral programs more broadly, reviewing seven papers that examine identity development,
relationships, and wellness during various stages of doctoral programs. As I review these papers,
I highlight how this study builds on this research, addresses gaps, and takes a different approach.
First Category: Transitions in the Nursing Doctoral Student Literature

In this section, I discuss three foundational qualitative studies related to how transitions
have been studied within nursing, a field where understanding these processes is considered
important for sustaining a competent and adaptable workforce. The literature reviewed here
includes studies on how nursing students navigate their entry into clinical practice, how
practicing nurses transition into PhD programs, and the theoretical models that have been applied
to understand these shifts. These studies illustrate the complexity and significance of transitions
in nursing and underscore the importance of creating environments that support these journeys
effectively.

In the field of nursing, transitions are particularly significant. The shift from being a
nursing student to practicing as a registered nurse, or from being a clinical nurse to becoming a
nurse researcher in a PhD program, represents not just a change in role but a significant

redefinition of identity and purpose. These transitions can be disorienting, particularly when
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adequate support is not available. For educators, practitioners, and researchers, understanding
these transitions is important—not only to help individuals navigate them successfully but also to
ensure that the nursing profession as a whole continues to grow and thrive in a rapidly evolving
healthcare landscape (Hart & Swenty, 2016). When transitions are not well-supported, students
may encounter challenges in completing their programs or discontinue their studies, limiting
their potential contributions to the field.

Study 1: Hart and Swenty (2015)

Hart and Swenty (2015) conducted a comprehensive concept analysis of transitions,
focusing specifically on nursing students. They emphasized that transitions, while universal
across disciplines such as anthropology, psychology, and sociology, hold particular significance
in nursing due to their potential to redefine a person’s sense of self, identity, and purpose.
Transitions in nursing education, especially during the initial clinical experience, are pivotal
moments that can either facilitate or hinder students’ development into competent professionals.
As Chick and Meleis (1986) and Schumacher and Meleis (1994) observed, nursing students
begin the transition from layperson to student nurse with the onset of their nursing education, and
with their initial clinical experiences, a new sense of self begins to emerge.

The analysis drew from different cases of transitions within nursing, illustrating how
students navigate these processes. The authors found that transitions are marked by complexity,
disequilibrium, and change, and that successful transitions ultimately lead to transformation, skill
mastery, and a redefined sense of self (Chick & Meleis, 1986; Meleis & Trangenstein, 1994).
They also noted that during transitions, individuals experience stress and uncertainty, but with

proper support, they can achieve confidence, competence, and a stronger professional identity.
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A central finding of the paper was that the facilitation of transitions is critical to their
outcomes. When transitions are well-supported—through effective teaching strategies, structured
clinical experiences, and adequate resources—students are more likely to succeed, gain
confidence, and persist in their programs. Conversely, poorly facilitated transitions may result in
heightened anxiety, stress, and potential attrition from nursing programs. The authors
emphasized the responsibility of nurse educators to recognize the defining attributes of
transitions—process, disequilibrium, individual perception, and change—and design
interventions that enable students to navigate these challenging periods effectively.

Hart and Swenty (2015) framed transitions not just as an educational challenge but as an
opportunity for transformation. Their work highlights the importance of prioritizing support for
transitions in nursing education so that that students can develop into competent, confident
practitioners. These findings are relevant to this study, as they emphasize the importance of
understanding the emotional and psychological dimensions of transitions, which are central to
the experiences of the participants in this study.

Study 2: Bleah et al. (2023)

Bleah et al. (2023) explored the experiences of eight PhD nursing students transitioning
into their doctoral program at a Canadian university. They framed their study within the pressing
need for more PhD-prepared nurses to address faculty shortages and advance nursing science in
Canada (CASN, 2017; Stanfill et al., 2019). The transition from clinical practice to academia is a
significant shift that involves both professional and personal challenges. Bleah et al. (2023) used
Bridges Transition Model (BTM) as a theoretical framework to critically reflect on their shared

experiences as a cohort, highlighting barriers and facilitators throughout their journey. Through
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this reflection, the authors identify implications for program administrators and prospective
doctoral students navigating similar transitions.

The authors used BTM’s three phases—ending, neutral zone, and new beginnings—to
structure their analysis (Bridges, 2003). In the “ending” phase, students described the loss of
familiar roles, relationships, and routines. Many participants experienced imposter syndrome,
doubting their competence and feeling like they did not belong in the program (Bleah et al.,
2023). However, discussing these feelings within the cohort helped normalize their experiences
and fostered a sense of belonging, consistent with previous research linking perceived belonging
to reduced imposter syndrome (Sverdlik et al., 2020). This phase emphasized the emotional toll
of transitioning from clinical practice and the need for support systems to mitigate feelings of
isolation.

The “neutral zone” was identified as a period of flux and uncertainty but also as a critical
phase for growth. For many, this phase began after coursework ended and comprehensive exams
were passed, which marked a shift toward more independent learning (Bleah et al., 2023).
Students described feelings of suspension and anxiety as they adjusted to the self-directed nature
of the program. Support from supervisors, peers, and families played a key role in navigating this
stage, especially during the disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. This aligns with
Bridges’ (2003) assertion that the neutral zone, while uncomfortable, is where the most
meaningful transitions occur.

The “new beginnings” phase, characterized by a renewed sense of purpose and clarity,
was tied to milestones such as starting independent research and completing major program
requirements (Bleah et al., 2023). For some, this phase extended into their post-PhD careers, as

they began envisioning themselves as independent researchers or clinical nurse scientists. The
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authors noted that career uncertainty remained a barrier for some students, particularly those
unsure about pursuing traditional academic roles. They suggest the need for more structured
career coaching within PhD programs to help students navigate this transition and plan for life

after the doctorate (Bleah et al., 2023; Stanfill et al., 2019).

The
Neutral
Zone

Ending,
Losing,
Letting Go

Figure 2: Bridges Transition Model

Note. Adapted from Bleah et al. (2023), which cites “Managing transitions: making the most of
change” by William Bridges and Susan Bridges, copyright © 2017. Reprinted by permission of
Hachette Go, an imprint of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

This paper is particularly relevant to this study because it illustrates how the Bridges
Transition Model can be applied to understand the transitional experiences of PhD students.
Bleah et al.’s (2023) use of the model provides a structured way to explore the emotional and
psychological processes of navigating a significant life change, which aligns with the focus of
this study on understanding transitions in the lives of doctoral students. By reflecting on the three
phases of transition, the authors offered valuable insights into the internal and external factors
that shape students’ experiences, including the critical role of community and mentorship. Their

work demonstrates the utility of the BTM framework in framing transitions as a process of
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letting go, navigating uncertainty, and embracing new roles, which aligns with the approach used
in this study.
Study 3: Graf et al. (2020)

Graf et al. (2020) provide a critical review of four key theories—Kramer’s Reality Shock
Theory, Benner’s Novice to Expert Theory, Bridges Transition Theory, and Duchscher’s Stages
of Transition Theory—that explore the challenges newly qualified nurses face when transitioning
to clinical practice. Their aim was to analyze the current state of knowledge about these
frameworks and their application to graduate nursing programs. The review is particularly
relevant given the high attrition rates among new nurses and the significant challenges they face
in adapting to the fast-paced, high-pressure clinical environment (Odland et al., 2014).

The move from university education to clinical practice is an important transition for
nursing graduates, one that often leaves them feeling underprepared and overwhelmed. Graf et
al. (2020) argue that this disconnect is partly due to reduced clinical exposure during
undergraduate programs and the growing complexity of healthcare settings (Jamieson et al.,
2019). New nurses are expected to rapidly acquire critical thinking and psychomotor skills, often
without adequate support, which may contribute to frustration, burnout, and high turnover. This
review focuses on how transition programs, underpinned by clear theoretical frameworks, can
address these gaps and better prepare graduates for the realities of practice.

e Kramer’s Reality Shock Theory: This theory describes the emotional and sociocultural
turbulence new nurses experience when they enter practice. Kramer identified four
phases—honeymoon, shock, recovery, and resolution—highlighting how a lack of

alignment between expectations and reality can cause significant stress. The theory
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underscores the importance of structured support to help nurses navigate this cycle
(Kramer, 1974).

Benner’s Novice to Expert Theory: Benner outlines five stages of skill acquisition, from
novice to expert, emphasizing the importance of time, experience, and socialization in
professional development. This theory aligns closely with the need for transition
programs that allow new nurses to gain confidence and competence gradually (Benner,
2001).

Bridges Transition Theory: Bridges focuses on the internal process of transition, moving
through the stages of “letting go,” the “neutral zone,” and “new beginnings.” His work
emphasizes the emotional and psychological adjustments required for successful
transitions, which adds an important dimension to understanding the experience of new
graduates (Bridges, 2009).

Duchscher Stages of Transition Theory: Building on the work of Kramer and Bridges,
Duchscher identified three phases—doing, being, and knowing—that describe the
transition process for graduate nurses. Her work highlights the concept of “transition
shock’ and how new nurses grapple with emotional, physical, sociocultural, and
intellectual challenges, particularly in the early months of practice (Duchscher, 2009).

Graf et al. (2020) argue that transition programs are essential for easing the difficult shift

from student to practicing nurse. They suggest that these programs should provide both

emotional support and practical skill development, guided by clear frameworks. For example,

Duchscher’s emphasis on transition shock resonates with the struggles many new nurses face,

while Bridges’ focus on the neutral zone highlights the importance of creating space for personal

and professional growth.
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This paper is particularly relevant to this study because it provides an example of how
transition frameworks, such as the Bridges Transition Model, can be applied to understand the
experiences of individuals undergoing significant role changes. Their work reinforces the
importance of addressing both the emotional and cognitive dimensions of transitions, which is
central to the focus of this study. By drawing on these theoretical perspectives, this study builds
on existing frameworks to examine how participants make sense of their own transitions.

Second category: Transitions in the Education and Business Doctoral Student Literature

In this section, I review seven qualitative studies that focus on the experiences of doctoral
students during their academic journeys. These studies examine various aspects of transitions,
including identity development, relationships, wellness, and role shifts, primarily in the context
of graduate programs in education and business. I highlight the study methods, research
questions, and key findings, and I draw connections to how this research extends or complements
these studies. Where relevant, I also link the findings to the research questions guiding this study.
Study 4: Foot et al. (2014)

Foot et al. (2014) conducted a self-study with three doctoral students at different stages of
their program to explore how their daily experiences and practices influenced their identities as
doctoral student practitioners and emerging scholars. Their research focused on the transition
from teacher identities to academic and researcher identities, offering real-time insights into how
these identities evolved during their doctoral journey. The study’s central question was: “How do
my daily experience and practices as a doctoral student influence my identity as a doctoral
student and emerging scholar?”

To answer this question, the participants used a variety of reflective methods over a four-

month period. They maintained personal journals, recorded activity logs, and documented critical
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incidents that shaped their experiences. Each participant adopted unique approaches to
journaling: one kept handwritten notes, another used audio journals, and a third created art
sculptures to express their reflections. Additionally, the participants engaged in ongoing dialogue
with faculty who acted as critical friends, providing external perspectives and constructive
feedback.

While this study offers valuable insights into doctoral identity development during the
program, this study extends their work by taking a retrospective approach. Instead of focusing on
real-time reflections, this study draws on interviews with doctoral graduates who have completed
their programs, exploring how they describe and understand their transitions with the benefit of
hindsight. This retrospective lens allows for a broader understanding of critical moments and
how these transitions have shaped their professional identities over time, offering a
complementary perspective to Foot et al.’s (2014) work.

Study 5: Caskey, Stevens, and Yeo (2020)

Caskey, Stevens, and Yeo (2020) examined how educational doctoral students develop
their researcher identity during their first year in the program. The study included nine
participants: seven women and two men. Three of the participants were full-time international
students, while the remaining six were professionals working in K—12 or higher education. All
participants were enrolled in an educational doctoral program and were navigating the challenges
of balancing their academic and professional lives.

The researchers used a creative and reflective methodology to explore identity
development. At the beginning of the program, participants completed a “draw-a-researcher”
activity, where they sketched their perceptions of what it meant to be a researcher. At the end of

the first year, they repeated this activity and were asked to compare their initial and final
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drawings. To deepen their reflections, participants also wrote a researcher narrative, analyzing
the changes in their drawings and what those changes revealed about their evolving identity.

This study offers a distinct perspective on the process of researcher identity formation
during the early stages of doctoral education, emphasizing the value of reflective practices in
understanding how students perceive themselves as emerging scholars. These findings are
relevant to this study, as they highlight the role of reflection in shaping doctoral students’
understanding of their identities, which aligns with this study’s focus on how graduates make
meaning of their experiences in hindsight.

Study 6: Leshem (2020)

Leshem (2020) examined the identity formations that doctoral students exhibit during
their doctoral journey and how these formations influence their experiences of pursuing a
doctorate. They highlight that identity development during the doctoral journey entails
challenging and emotional experiences such as isolation, alienation, and loneliness, and that in
this process students face issues related to autonomy, independence, and a quest for competence
(Jones, 2013; Leshem, 2020). They also emphasize that students are engaged in a supervisory
relationship that involves ongoing negotiation and plays a key role in identity formation
(Leshem, 2020).

The study explored identity formation through multiple theoretical perspectives. One
perspective defines identity construction as a continuous and reflexive process of internal—
external dialectic of identification, encompassing multiple “I”” positions (Leshem, 2020). Another
perspective highlights identity as a shift in the frame of reference, drawing on Mezirow’s
transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1996). Leshem also notes that doctoral students must

navigate new roles and form new identities, often becoming more sensitive to how they perceive
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themselves and how they are defined by others’ expectations (Colbeck, 2008). This process can
lead to conflict between their emerging identities and external expectations, resulting in stress
(Colbeck, 2008).

This inductive narrative study used a purposeful sample of 10 doctoral students from
different disciplinary fields in the social sciences, spanning two countries—Israel and South
Africa. These countries were selected due to the researcher’s relationships and familiarity, which
facilitated access to participants. Participants were at various stages of their doctoral studies and
were interviewed for 60 to 70 minutes each. In the interviews, students discussed their
“perceived realities” of the doctoral journey, addressing topics such as their reasons for pursuing
a doctorate, their supervisory relationships, critical incidents, transitions, dilemmas, and
conflicts.

The findings identified three distinct routes that students took on their doctoral journey:
1) the unmotivated student, 2) the highly motivated and goal-oriented student, and 3) the
practical student. These routes were shaped by both the students’ identity formations and the
nature of their supervisory relationships. These categories offer valuable insights for
understanding the diversity of doctoral experiences and may serve as useful points of comparison
or analytical lenses in this study.

Study 7: Baker and Pifer (2011)

Baker and Pifer (2011) explored the role of relationships in the transition from doctoral
student to independent scholar, focusing specifically on stage two of doctoral programs. Stage
two is defined as the period when doctoral students move from dependence to independence,

marked by milestones such as passing the candidacy exam and beginning the dissertation
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proposal process. However, the authors did not explicitly define the term “independent scholar,”
leaving it open to interpretation.

The study examined two types of relationships: developmental networks and social-
cultural networks of learning. The authors emphasized the connection between relationships and
learning, investigating how these networks influenced students’ growth and development during
this critical stage of their doctoral journey.

The study involved 31 doctoral students from business and education programs at a
single university. The participants included 14 women and 17 men with diverse backgrounds: 1
African American, 3 Asian, 1 Asian American, 2 Indian, 6 international students, and the rest
White. Participants were either actively engaged in stage two of their program or had recently
completed this phase but had not yet graduated. The reasons for including participants from both
business and education programs, as well as those at different points within stage two, were not
explicitly stated. The researchers conducted semi-structured interviews, asking questions about:

1. Key experiences during stage two.
2. Challenges faced.
3. Goals for performance and advancement.
4. Key relationships and types of support received or not received.
5. Personal and professional identity development.
The duration of the interviews was not specified. The study identified several key themes:
1. Awareness of Transition: Participants recognized that they were transitioning from
student to scholar but often experienced self-doubt and struggled to balance multiple

roles.
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2. Reliance on Advanced Members: Students relied heavily on more experienced members
of their academic community for advice and support.

3. Relationship Deficits and Stress: A lack of close relationships was associated with
significant stress and fear, especially when participants felt unclear about expectations.

4. Perceptions of Inequity: Some participants experienced resentment when they observed

others receiving more support and guidance than they did.

Baker and Pifer (2011) focused on doctoral students who were actively navigating stage
two of their programs. While their research highlights the importance of relationships and
milestones during this phase, it is unclear whether they explicitly asked participants about
transitions. In contrast, this study centers transitions as a primary focus by exploring the
experiences of doctoral graduates reflecting on their entire journey, rather than focusing on
students still immersed in the program.

Participants in this study are a cohort of graduates from the same program, with a shared
curriculum but diverse fields of study, offering a more uniform and reflective perspective. This
post-completion lens offers insights into how students perceive their transitions in hindsight,
allowing for a broader understanding of the personal and professional transformations associated
with completing a doctoral program. Additionally, this study explores transitions beyond the
milestones of stage two, providing a richer and more comprehensive view of the doctoral
journey.

Study 8: Creely and Laletas (2020)

Creely and Laletas (2020) explored the experiences of a single doctoral student, Kate,

during the early stages of her PhD journey. The study focused on Kate’s experiences up to and

including her confirmation as a doctoral candidate, emphasizing the transitions and challenges
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she faced as she adjusted to her new role. Using a phenomenological inquiry, the researchers
conducted semi-structured interviews and collected entries from an online daily journal
maintained by Kate over a four-week period.

Kate, a mature-aged student in her 50s, brought a unique perspective to the study. She
had worked as a secondary school teacher and educational leader for 20 years before returning to
pursue a doctorate in psychology. She later became a professor and full-time academic at an
Australian university. Her background as an experienced educator transitioning to academia
highlighted the profound identity shifts that occur during such transitions.

Creely and Laletas (2020) found that the early stages of Kate’s doctoral journey were
marked by significant change, transformation, exhaustion, and emotional turmoil. The
confirmation process, in particular, was pivotal to Kate’s journey, as it prompted her to reorder
and reconceptualize her identity. As an older individual seeking a new career and sense of self,
she grappled with self-doubt but also exhibited an unrelenting desire for personal challenge and
growth.

A critical aspect of her success was her practice of “affirmative storying,” which involved
transforming her narrative as a former educational leader into a new, empowering story of
herself as a scholar. By repositioning her past experiences and accomplishments, she was able to
integrate her old identity with her emerging academic identity. However, this transition was not
without uncertainty, which deeply affected her well-being. Her identity as a mother was also
central to her experience, reflecting the complex interplay between personal and professional
identities during the doctoral journey.

Creely and Laletas (2020) drew on Maher et al. (2004), who found that female doctoral

students often reported self-doubt and uncertainty about their ability to earn a PhD, which they
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linked to concerns about family, marital, and health issues. Kate’s narrative echoed these
findings, illustrating how such concerns can shape the experiences of women in doctoral
programs.

This study highlights the deeply personal and emotional nature of doctoral transitions and
the interplay of identity, well-being, and professional aspirations. While Creely and Laletas
(2020) focused on the early stages of one student’s journey, the present study extends this work
by exploring transitions across the entire doctoral experience. This study also takes a broader
perspective by including multiple participants who reflect on their journeys after completing
their doctorates. This retrospective lens allows for an examination of not only the struggles and
uncertainties of the doctoral process, but also how participants integrate their personal and
professional identities over time.

Kate’s experience of uncertainty and identity reordering also suggests the importance of
examining how concerns related to family, well-being, and identity are experienced and
interpreted by doctoral graduates.

Study 9: Gregory and Burbage (2021)

This study, conducted as a collaborative self-study by the authors over a 30-month
period, explored how critical friendships influenced their novice and expert mindsets during role
transitions. The authors collected data through 35 shared personal journal entries and 12 recorded
and transcribed discussions. However, the length of the discussions was not specified. Personal
shared journal entries refer to journals that the authors wrote and shared with each other for
reflection and dialogue.

The study focused on the experiences of two doctoral students, both enrolled in the same

Education program in the College of Education at a large mid-Atlantic university. Kristin, who
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was in the last year of her Curriculum and Leadership PhD program at the start of the study,
completed her doctorate during the study and became a professor at a research-intensive
university. Kristin had been working full-time but left her job to focus on her doctoral studies.
Amanda, a first-year student in the program, began her doctoral journey as a full-time
administrator and online student at a community college. She was laid off during the study and
later transferred to a four-year university. The authors identified three main role transitions in
their journeys:

1. Transition from Professional to Student: Both participants described this transition as all-
consuming and emotionally challenging, which negatively impacted the quality of their
relationships. They recognized familial relationships as essential to their success but
found that their doctoral commitments consumed time that could have been spent with
family. To cope, they adopted strategies such as dedicating a specific study space and
confronting feelings of inadequacy, particularly when receiving difficult feedback or
transitioning from feeling like an expert in their professional roles to feeling like a novice
as students. Sharing program updates with non-students often led to feelings of
inadequacy, and they were uncomfortable sharing these vulnerabilities with faculty or
fellow students, highlighting a tension between their novice and expert identities.

2. Transition from Student to Graduate: During this transition, they reflected on reimagining
their goal-setting processes, especially concerning milestones like exams and dissertation
completion. Kristin emphasized the importance of separating goals from tasks to maintain
focus and manage progress effectively. Both participants also discussed a shift from

external motivators, such as course deadlines, to internal motivators that were more self-
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driven. They introduced the concept of “self-empathy” as a “counterweight” to self-

judgment, a strategy they found essential for navigating this phase.

3. Transition from Graduate to Professional: The final transition explored how they adapted
to post-graduate roles and professional identities. Each participant experienced unique
challenges and opportunities, shaped by their personal and academic contexts. While the
study provided insights into these transitions, the authors did not specify detailed findings
about this phase.

This study’s categorization of role transitions—professional to student, student to
graduate, and graduate to professional—provides a useful framework for exploring the
experiences of doctoral students. These categories may serve as useful points of comparison or
analytical lenses in the present study, particularly in examining how participants reflect on their
transitions. Additionally, themes such as the tension between novice and expert mindsets,
strategies like goal redefinition, and the use of self-empathy as a counterweight to self-judgment
align with the broader focus of this study.

Although this study was conducted prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, its findings
highlight how doctoral transitions involve shifts in roles, relationships, and self-perception,
which may be experienced differently across contexts. By focusing on doctoral graduates
reflecting on their experiences after completion, the present study offers a retrospective
perspective that extends and complements this work.

Study 10: Witkowsky (2012)

Using a case study methodology, this study explored the experiences of 12 “self-

identified well doctoral students” in their ability to develop and maintain wellness in the bounded

system of one mid-sized university in the western U.S. The researcher selected students who
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identified themselves as being well. Selection criteria included: 1) studying at the same
university, 2) self-identification as being well according to the researcher’s definition, 3) from
one of four different disciplines, 4) enrolled in different phases of their dissertation journey (e.g.,
coursework and post coursework), and 5) from diverse backgrounds (age, race, number of
children, etc.). All participants in the sample were female and white but varied in age (early
thirties to mid-fifties), major (psychology, education, subject specific education, health-related),
marital status (dating, single, married), and number of children (0-3). Purposeful sampling was
used to recruit doctoral students who self-identified as “being well” (p. 97) and who had multiple
experiences related to wellness that they were willing to share about their doctoral experience.
Participants completed two one-hour long individual interviews between May and September
2009. The first interview took place after the completion of the spring 2009 semester, and the
second interview took place during the first full month of the fall semester. Participants also
submitted at least two journal entries to the researcher via email prior to the final interview.
There were three themes in the data: (1) transitioning to the academic environment, (2)
understanding academic requirements, and (3) stress. This researcher did not report exact
numbers. Instead, Witkowsky used words like “some” and “many” when reporting findings.

Regarding the theme of “transitioning to the academic environment,” for most
participants, moving from the workplace to the doctoral program was challenging and the first
year was the most challenging. They reported that the biggest challenge was to their wellness
(e.g., not getting enough sleep due to work habits, underestimating how long things would take—
time management was a challenge, rethinking success because working hard did not always pay
off to getting good grades, moving away from their support systems, writing skills was a

challenge as was formatting papers according to APA).
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In terms of the theme of “understanding academic requirements,” some found the
academic requirements unclear and they did not have clarity in their progress. For example, one
student, who was a first-generation graduate student, explained that she did not take her
comprehensive exam on time, which delayed her degree completion. She acknowledged that she
did not seek out information but also that she did not have guidance from faculty. Another
student described anxiety around completing the program and feeling overwhelmed by the
expectations of the coursework and the volume of reading and writing. She explained that, in
hindsight, she could understand why the professor structured the course as they did, but at the
time, she could not.

“Stress” was the third theme. Many participants mentioned issues with procrastination
and the stress that accompanied deadlines. One major stress that was reported was the stress of
getting everything done, especially when it came to the end of semester deadlines. For example,
one student, Robin, tried not to get behind on assignments and deadlines but began to doubt her
ability to complete her work regardless of how diligent she was. It was not until she worked with
her advisor for a year that she learned to distance herself from this stress.

The present study extends this work by examining doctoral graduates from a cohort-
based program and exploring their experiences retrospectively after program completion. In
doing so, it builds on themes identified in prior research—such as transitions, stress, and
navigating academic expectations—while offering insight into how these experiences are
understood and integrated over time.

2.4 Retrospective Reflection and Meaning-Making After Graduation
Much of the existing research on doctoral student experiences captures students’

reflections while they are still actively enrolled in their programs (Gardner, 2009; Baker & Pifer,
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2011; Cotterall, 2013; Sverdlik et al., 2018). These real-time studies provide important insights
into how students navigate the process, but they offer limited understanding of how graduates
make sense of the experience as a whole after completing the degree and gaining the benefit of
time and distance. Retrospective reflection—defined as the process of actively revisiting and
making sense of past experiences after they have ended—offers a different lens for
understanding doctoral education. Although retrospective approaches are common in fields like
teacher education (Lu, 2017) and postdoctoral transitions (Kaplan-Berkley, Strickland, &
Dimartino, 2021), they have rarely been applied to the doctoral journey itself.

Lu (2017) describes retrospective reflection as a structured process in which individuals
consciously revisit, describe, and analyze their past experiences in order to deepen their
understanding of what occurred and why. This process, which builds on Schon’s (1983) concept
of reflection-on-action, invites participants to not only recall events but to actively interpret
them—identifying key moments, evaluating outcomes, and making sense of their own
development over time. As Lu notes, retrospective reflection is especially valuable for surfacing
the meaning participants attach to their experiences, which may evolve as time passes and they
gain new perspectives.

Similarly, Kaplan-Berkley, Strickland, and Dimartino (2021) conducted an
autoethnographic study examining their own post-dissertation experiences and found that
retrospective reflection—combined with peer dialogue—helped them process the emotional and
professional shifts they experienced after completing their degrees. Their study highlights how
meaning-making often continues well beyond graduation, as individuals work to integrate the

doctoral experience into their evolving sense of self and professional identity.
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Together, these studies illustrate how retrospective reflection offers a powerful tool for
understanding how people make sense of transformational experiences after they have ended. By
adopting this approach, the present study addresses a gap in the literature on doctoral education
by extending the focus beyond students’ real-time reflections to examine how graduates, looking
back, make sense of the full arc of their doctoral journey.

2.5 Theoretical Lens: Bridges’ Transition Theory

In this section, William Bridges’ Transition Theory (Bridges & Bridges, 2017) is
introduced as the primary theoretical lens guiding this study. Bridges’ framework, which
conceptualizes transitions as an internal psychological process rather than merely an external
change, has been widely applied across disciplines to understand how individuals navigate
significant life transitions. Given that doctoral student experiences are frequently framed through
the lens of transition, Bridges’ theory provides a compelling structure for examining how EdD
graduates retrospectively make sense of their doctoral journey.

However, while Bridges’ Transition Theory serves as the foundation of this study, it is
not the only theoretical perspective that has been used to explain doctoral students’ experiences.
The broader literature on doctoral education incorporates theories related to identity development
(Weidman, Twale, & Stein, 2001), socialization (Gardner, 2009), and transformative learning
(Mezirow, 1991; Dirkx, 2006)—all of which contribute to understanding how students
experience and make meaning of their doctoral journeys. These theories offer valuable insights,
and while this study is primarily informed by Bridges, the analysis remains open to insights from
other theoretical perspectives where relevant.

Bridges’ Transition Theory is particularly useful for this study because it focuses on the

internal, developmental nature of transitions, emphasizing how individuals move through distinct
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psychological phases when navigating significant life changes. This lens aligns with the
experiences of doctoral graduates who, upon reflection, may describe their journeys as a series of
transitions—including letting go of prior professional identities, experiencing liminality and
uncertainty, and ultimately redefining themselves in relation to their doctoral experience.

The next sections outline the core components of Bridges’ Transition Theory, detailing
its three stages—the Ending, the Neutral Zone, and the New Beginning—and how they shape the
interpretation of doctoral graduates’ meaning-making processes. Additionally, this section
examines the ways in which applying this theory to doctoral transitions extends prior research
and contributes new insights to the field.

History of William Bridges’ Transition Theory

William Bridges, who passed away in 2013 at the age of 80, was a preeminent authority
on transitions, transforming how people think about change. His work emphasized that
transitions are not just external adjustments but deeply internal, psychological processes
requiring sensitivity, awareness, and intentionality (Bridges & Bridges, 2017).

This study builds on Bridges’ theory while contributing to broader conversations about
transitions in higher education. By examining how doctoral graduates describe their journeys
through the lens of Bridges’ stages, this study offers insight into the complexities of personal and
professional transformation, enriching understanding of both the theory and the doctoral
experience.

William Bridges’ Transition Theory is a developmental framework that offers a
comprehensive roadmap for managing life’s changes, breaking down the process into three
phases: the ending, the neutral zone, and the new beginning (Bridges, 1991). First introduced in

Transitions: Making Sense of Life’s Changes, the theory distinguishes between external change
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and internal transition, emphasizing that transitions are deeply psychological and emotional
processes. This framework has become foundational across various disciplines, from
organizational leadership to education, and continues to guide individuals and organizations
through the complexities of change (Bridges & Bridges, 2017).

However, this framework has not been widely applied to cohorts of participants reflecting
retrospectively on a shared doctoral experience. This gap presents an opportunity for this study
to contribute to the literature by exploring how Bridges’ stages of transition align—or do not
align—with the experiences of doctoral graduates.

The Three Stages of a Transition

In this section, each of the three stages is described as outlined by Bridges (1999).
Stage 1: The Ending

The first phase involves letting go of previous roles, identities, or ways of thinking. For
doctoral students, this might mean leaving behind professional identities as teachers or
administrators to take on the role of a scholar-practitioner. This phase can bring feelings of loss,
disorientation, or even grief as individuals confront what they must leave behind (Bridges, 1991).

In this study, all participants graduated from a cohort-based, executive-style adult
learning and leadership EdD program in the Northeastern United States, in which students
maintained full- or part-time employment while completing their degrees. Even with this
structure, they still experienced shifts in identity, roles, or ways of thinking. This study examines
how whether and how participants experienced an “ending” of previous identities and what this
process meant to them. During analysis, Bridges’ framework was used to examine role shifts,
identity change, and new conceptualizations—coding for these components as they emerged in

participants’ narratives. To guide this process, I developed a preliminary set of code groups
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based on Bridges’ phases of transition and related concepts (see Appendix A: Preliminary
Codes).
Stage 2: Neutral Zone

The second phase, according to Bridges’ theory, is the neutral zone—a liminal space
characterized by uncertainty, exploration, and reflection. This phase is often marked by
discomfort, but it also holds the potential for deep personal growth. Prior research suggests that
individuals accustomed to planning ahead or with perfectionist tendencies may struggle during
this time, often experiencing feelings of doubt or impostor syndrome (Foot et al., 2014; Gregory
& Burbage, 2021; Leshem, 2020).

Studies emphasize that this stage is when individuals begin to release old habits and
expectations while experimenting with new ways of thinking, learning, and working. Reflection,
adaptability, and perseverance become central themes (Foot et al., 2014; Gregory & Burbage,
2021; Leshem, 2020). During this time, supportive relationships and connection with others have
been found to be critical—not only for academic success but also for reducing feelings of
isolation and loneliness (Baker & Pifer, 2011; Gregory & Burbage, 2021; Leshem, 2020).

In the context of doctoral studies, the neutral zone may involve navigating academic rigor
(e.g., workload, assignments, scholarly writing, learning pace), redefining success (e.g., moving
away from perfect to high standards that may be very good but not quite perfect), and juggling
multiple roles (e.g., professional, partner, parent, student) (Bleah et al., 2023; Graf et al., 2020;
Hart & Swenty, 2015; Sverdlik et al., 2018; Witkowsky, 2012). According to Bridges (1991), it
is within this transitional space that individuals often experience the most profound

transformation— reconceptualizing who they are and how they show up in the world.
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Stage 3: New Beginning

The final phase, the New Beginning, involves embracing a new identity or role,
accompanied by a renewed sense of clarity and purpose (Bridges, 1991). According to Bridges
(1991), the nature of that clarity and purpose will vary depending on the context of the transition.
In the context of doctoral students, research suggests that this phase often reflects a process of
integrating one’s previous old self with a new identity as a practicing researcher, scholar-
practitioner, or academic—such as taking on the role of professor, lecturer, or thought leader in
one’s field (Bleah et al., 2023; Creely & Laletas, 2019; Gregory & Burbage, 2021; Leshem,
2020).

For doctoral graduates, the New Beginning may mean fully stepping into an integrated
scholarly identity, applying their learning to new professional opportunities, or feeling a deeper
alignment between their personal and professional sense of self. This study examines whether
participants describe a shift of this kind. During analysis, Bridges’ framework is used to identify
markers of a new beginning—such as increased clarity, renewed purpose, professional
reinvention, or identity integration—while also using in vivo (emic) coding to honor
participants’ own language and interpretations (Maxwell, 2013).

Why This Theory?

The process of earning a doctorate is often described as a “study of self,” involving
profound shifts in identity, purpose, and understanding (Foot et al., 2014). Bridges’ Transition
Theory provides a compelling framework for understanding these shifts, particularly because it
conceptualizes transition as an internal, developmental process rather than a singular external
event (Bridges & Bridges, 2017). Given that doctoral education is marked by multiple identity

and role transitions, Bridges’ theory offers a structured yet flexible way to examine how
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graduates of a cohort-based adult learning and leadership EdD program in the Northeastern
United States retrospectively make sense of their journey.

Bridges’ Transition Theory is the primary theoretical lens for this study because it aligns
with the existing literature on doctoral student transitions and with this study’s focus on
retrospective meaning-making. While Bridges’ framework has been widely used in studies on
change and transition, its application to doctoral students’ retrospective meaning-making is less
explored. His model—The Ending, The Neutral Zone, and The New Beginning—maps onto the
psychological and emotional shifts that doctoral graduates experience, both during their
programs and in their post-graduation reflections.

At the same time, additional frameworks are considered where relevant to better capture
the complexity of individual doctoral journeys. Other theories, such as Mezirow’s (1991)
transformative learning theory and Meleis’ transitions theory (Schumacher & Meleis, 1994),
provide additional insights into identity development and role shifts. While these perspectives do
not align as closely with Bridges’ developmental continuum, this flexibility ensures that this
study remains grounded in existing research while being responsive to participants’ narratives
and meaning-making processes.

Application of the Theory

While Bridges’ Transition Theory has been widely used to analyze personal and
professional transitions, its application to how doctoral graduates reflect on their entire doctoral
journey remains relatively underexplored. Existing research focuses primarily on doctoral
students in real-time—how they navigate entry into their programs, challenges along the way,

and transitions into professional roles (Baker & Pifer, 2011; Sverdlik et al., 2018). However, few
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studies have examined how graduates make sense of their entire doctoral experience in hindsight.
This study seeks to fill this gap.

Rather than using Bridges’ framework as a fixed structure to categorize participants’
experiences, it is used as an interpretive lens—a tool for understanding and contextualizing
participants’ narratives. This means that while the analysis attends to elements such as letting go,
navigating uncertainty, and embracing new roles, the framework is not imposed on participants’
experiences. Instead, participants’ reflections shape how the framework is applied. Their stories
may align, partially align, or diverge from Bridges’ stages, offering opportunities to refine or
expand the theory’s application to doctoral education.

This study will also contribute to ongoing discussions about the broader landscape of
doctoral education, particularly for working professionals who balance academic and personal
commitments in cohort-based EdD programs. Additionally, attention is also given to how
external factors, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, may emerge in participants’ narratives—not
as a primary focus, but as a contextual factor that shaped their transitions.

As such, this study does not seek to validate or test Bridges’ theory, but rather to explore
how well it helps explain doctoral graduates’ retrospective reflections. This study offers an
opportunity to expand the understanding of how doctoral students transition, reflect, and make
meaning of their experiences—potentially extending the applicability of Bridges’ framework in
new ways.

2.6 Conceptual Framework

This study’s conceptual framework synthesizes multiple bodies of literature and

theoretical perspectives to explore how doctoral graduates retrospectively make sense of their

journeys. At the broadest level, this study is situated within the sociopolitical and educational
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landscape of doctoral education today, shaped by increasing academic expectations, evolving
professional demands, and external influences such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Donohue et al.,
2021; Sverdlik et al., 2023). Against this backdrop, doctoral students navigate a range of
transitions, including shifts from structured coursework to independent research—often marked
by identity reformation, institutional challenges, and the need to balance personal, professional,
and academic responsibilities (Ahmad et al., 2023; Scott & Johnson, 2021). Prior research
highlights doctoral attrition rates as high as 40% to 70%, with many students struggling after
reaching ABD (All But Dissertation) status due to a lack of structural support, mentoring
relationships, and financial or personal barriers (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012; Rockinson-Szapkiw
& Spaulding, 2014).

Within this broader context, my study focuses specifically on the retrospective meaning-
making of graduates from a cohort-based EdD program designed for mid-career professionals
who completed their doctoral degrees while working full-time. Research on doctoral transitions
frequently captures students’ experiences in real-time—focusing on persistence, identity
development, and professional socialization during their studies (Baker & Pifer, 2011; Creely &
Laletas, 2019). However, my study shifts this focus by exploring how 6 graduates—looking
back—describe the transitions they experienced, the shifts in their identity and professional
trajectory, and what their doctoral journey ultimately meant to them.

To analyze these retrospective reflections, my study drew on Bridges’ Transition Theory
(Bridges, 1991; Bridges & Bridges, 2017) as the primary theoretical lens. Bridges conceptualizes
transition as an internal, developmental process, distinct from external change. His model

consists of three phases:

e The Ending: Letting go of old identities or roles.
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e The Neutral Zone: A liminal period of uncertainty, reflection, and transformation.
e The New Beginning: Embracing a new identity or role with clarity and purpose.

Given that doctoral education is characterized by multiple transitions—academic,
professional, and personal—Bridges’ framework offers a structured way to understand how EdD
graduates articulate their experiences with time and distance from their studies.

While Bridges’ model serves as the primary interpretive lens, I also acknowledge that
other theoretical perspectives have been used to examine doctoral students’ experiences.
Mezirow’s (1991) transformative learning theory highlights how students engage in deep
reflection and reassess their assumptions throughout their learning process, which may intersect
with participants’ narratives. Similarly, Meleis’ Transitions Theory (Schumacher & Meleis,
1994) focuses on role and identity shifts in professional and personal transitions, offering another
way to understand doctoral students’ experiences. While these theories provide valuable insights,
they do not fully align with Bridges’ emphasis on transition as a developmental continuum.
Nevertheless, I considered additional theoretical perspectives where they were relevant and
where data suggested that they provided further explanatory power. This flexibility ensured that
my study remains grounded in existing scholarship while being responsive to participants’
narratives and meaning-making processes.

By integrating literature on doctoral education, theories of transition, and the unique
context of EdD graduates, this conceptual framework extends beyond existing research. While
much of the current literature focuses on doctoral students’ experiences while they are still in
their programs, there is a significant gap in understanding how graduates, with the benefit of
hindsight, interpret their transitions. By centering retrospective meaning making, my study

contributes to broader discussions on doctoral student identity development, the long-term
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impact of doctoral training, and how individuals integrate their doctoral experiences into their

professional and personal lives.
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Figure 3: Conceptual Framework

Figure 3 visualizes the structure of the conceptual framework, illustrating the
relationships between key bodies of literature, the theoretical lens, and the core focus of this

study. The heart of the study lies at the intersection of:

1. The broader educational landscape of doctoral education today.

2. Literature on doctoral students and transitions, which explores identity development,
persistence, and professional growth.

3. Personal experience, which situates me as a researcher within the study.

4. Bridges’ Transition Theory, which serves as an analytical lens to interpret participants’

retrospective reflections.
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5. EdD graduates’ experiences, which are explored through a retrospective lens to
understand how they interpret the meaning, transitions, and impact of their doctoral
journey.

My research questions emerged from this conceptual framework, drawing connections
between the literature, theory, and participants’ experiences. In the next section, I discuss the
distinct components—namely, the theoretical lens and the literature—in greater depth.

2.7 Research Questions

This study was guided by three research questions, all aimed at understanding how EdD
graduates, looking back with the benefit of time and reflection, describe and make sense of their
doctoral journey. These questions asked graduates to reflect on several aspects of their
experience: the moments, experiences, or relationships they now identify as especially
meaningful or significant; the ways they experienced change within themselves—personally,
professionally, academically—and the external events, program structures, or life experiences
they believe shaped that change; the meaning and value they now attach to the journey as a
whole, including whether their understanding of why they pursued the doctorate has shifted over
time; and finally, how they characterize the doctoral journey itself. Graduates were invited to
describe what kind of experience they believe it was—whether they now understand it as a life
transition, a developmental process, a professional credential, a transformative experience, a
marathon, or something else entirely.

These questions were intentionally open-ended, leaving room for graduates to tell their
stories in their own way. Rather than assuming the doctoral journey fits neatly into any one
framework, in my study I invited participants to describe what the experience meant to them—

and how they would name it now—at the time of the interviews. This approach reflects the
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study’s constructivist stance (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), which values the meanings participants

themselves make, rather than imposing any fixed definition or model.

1)

2)

3)

My study addressed the following research questions:

How do six EdD graduates, who completed their degrees at least two years ago, describe
and understand what felt most meaningful or important in their doctoral journey—and
why?

How, if at all, do these graduates describe and make sense of changes in themselves—
personally, professionally, academically, or otherwise—over the course of their doctoral
journey? What external experiences, events, or relationships do they see as shaping those
internal changes?

How do these graduates make sense of the doctoral journey itself? What kind of
experience do they now understand it to be—a life transition, a developmental process, a
professional credential, a transformative journey, a marathon, or something else entirely?

RQ1 asks graduates to look back and name the moments, experiences, or relationships

they see as most meaningful or significant—and to explain why those stood out. The focus is on

what surfaces after time has passed and how participants interpret why those moments mattered.

While some may name academic milestones, others might highlight personal breakthroughs,

pivotal relationships, or periods of doubt or struggle that, in hindsight, shaped how they see

themselves today.

RQ2 focuses more directly on change. This question examines how graduates describe

changes in themselves—personally, professionally, academically, or otherwise—and how they

make sense of those changes in retrospect. It also considers which external experiences, events,

or relationships participants believe contributed to those internal shifts. This question invites
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graduates to connect what happened around them (e.g., program structures, life events) with
what changed within them (e.g., identity, purpose, perspectives).

RQ3 takes a broader perspective and asks graduates to reflect on the meaning and value
of the doctoral journey as a whole. With the benefit of hindsight, how do they understand what
this journey added to their lives? What kind of value—personal, professional, or intellectual—do
they now attach to the experience, and how has that understanding evolved over time? This
question also invites participants to characterize the doctoral journey in their own terms,
including the metaphors or frameworks they use to describe it (e.g., transition, transformation,
marathon, or another interpretation).

Taken together, these questions allowed me to explore both the specific moments and
broader patterns that shape how graduates understand their doctoral journeys—and how they
make meaning from the experience after completion. To ensure alignment between the research
questions and the interview design, each research question is mapped to specific interview
prompts (see Appendix B: Map of Interview Questions and Research Questions).

2.8 Chapter Summary

In this chapter, I situated this study within the broader literature on doctoral student
transitions, meaning-making, and retrospective reflection. I began by outlining the modern
landscape of doctoral education, including the structural, institutional, and personal challenges
that shape doctoral students’ experiences—particularly high attrition rates and the difficulties
many face after coursework, during the dissertation phase, and beyond graduation. This section
also highlighted how the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated existing challenges, further

influencing persistence, mental health, and financial pressures.

67



Next, [ reviewed literature on doctoral student transitions, drawing from studies in
nursing, education, and business doctoral programs. These works offered insight into how
students navigate key phases of their doctoral journey—from identity development to balancing
professional, academic, and personal responsibilities. While most existing research captures real-
time experiences of doctoral students, this study shifts the focus toward how graduates, with the
benefit of hindsight, reflect on and construct meaning of their doctoral journey. my retrospective
approach fills a critical gap in the literature by exploring not only how students persist, but how
they come to understand what the experience ultimately meant to them.

To guide the analysis of these reflections, in my study I employed William Bridges’
Transition Theory (Bridges & Bridges, 2017) as the primary theoretical lens. His model
conceptualizes transition as a developmental process involving three phases:

o The Ending: Letting go of past identities and roles.
e The Neutral Zone: A period of uncertainty, exploration, and transformation.
e The New Beginning: The emergence of a new identity or purpose.

Given that doctoral education involves multiple personal, academic, and professional
transitions, Bridges’ framework offers a structured yet flexible way to interpret how EdD
graduates articulate their journeys. While this serves as the primary lens, I also acknowledge
other perspectives such as Mezirow’s Transformative Learning Theory and Meleis’ Transitions
Theory, which offered additional insight depending on participants’ narratives.

Building on this theoretical foundation, in this chapter I introduced a conceptual
framework that integrates existing research on doctoral education, theories of transition, and the

experiences of EdD graduates explored through a retrospective lens.
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The research questions guiding this study were each rooted in the literature and
theoretical grounding. These questions explored how graduates, reflecting at least two years
post-graduation, described:

1. The moments, experiences, and relationships they see as most meaningful or significant.

2. The ways they experienced change—personally, professionally, and academically—and
the external factors that shaped those changes.

3. How they characterize the doctoral journey itself—whether as a transition,
transformation, professional credential, or something else entirely.

Through this framework, my study contributes to broader conversations on doctoral
student identity development, the long-term impacts of doctoral education, and how individuals
integrate those experiences into their personal and professional lives. In this chapter I established
the scholarly foundation for the study—situating it within existing literature while underscoring
its unique contribution: a retrospective, meaning-making perspective on the doctoral journey and

the transitions it entails.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

The purpose of this study was to explore how six graduates of a cohort-based adult
learning and leadership EdD program in the Northeastern United States describe and make sense
of their doctoral journey, at least two years after completing the program. Through this research,
I sought to understand how these graduates, looking back with the benefit of hindsight, make
sense of the moments, experiences, and relationships they see as most meaningful or significant;
the changes they experienced within themselves, and the external factors that shaped those
changes; the meaning and value they now attach to the doctoral journey; and how they describe
the journey itself.

My study is grounded in the belief that doctoral education is more than just a series of
external milestones. It is also an internal process of meaning-making and transformation (Baker
& Pifer, 2011; Sverdlik et al., 2018; Cotterall, 2013). While external structures such as
coursework, qualifying papers, and the dissertation process provide a visible framework for
progress, some of the most profound shifts occur internally, shaping students’ professional
identities, sense of competence, and broader worldviews. My study centers these internal
experiences, while also recognizing that external events and program structures often serve as
catalysts for reflection and change (Gardner, 2009; Leshem, 2020).

Rather than imposing a predetermined framework, my research invited participants to
narrate their experiences in their own words—surfacing the moments, relationships, and turning
points they themselves found most meaningful (Creely & Laletas, 2019). By centering
participants’ own reflections and meaning-making processes, this study sought to contribute both
to scholarly conversations on doctoral transitions and to practical discussions about how

programs can better support students during and after their doctoral journeys.
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In this chapter, I outline the methodology I used to investigate these questions. I begin by
presenting the research questions, which shape the design and focus of the study. I then explain
my rationale for adopting a qualitative research approach, as well as the use of a multiple case
study design to explore participants’ lived experiences. Because my study prioritizes
retrospective meaning-making, the methodology was designed to allow participants to construct
their own narratives, rather than fitting them into predefined categories.

One possible interpretive lens for analyzing participants’ reflections is William Bridges’
Transition Theory (Bridges, 1991; Bridges & Bridges, 2017), which describes processes of
letting go, navigating uncertainty, and embracing new beginnings. However, my research does
not assume that all graduates will describe their experiences in these terms. Some may
conceptualize their journey as a single transition, while others may describe it as a sequence of
developmental shifts or a transformative process. Rather than imposing a theoretical framework
onto participants’ narratives, Bridges’ model serves as one of multiple perspectives used in the
analysis, allowing graduates’ own descriptions to take precedence.

Next, I describe the criteria for selecting participants and provide details on the methods I
used for data collection and analysis. I then discuss strategies to ensure the rigor and
trustworthiness of my findings. Finally, I outline the limitations of the study and conclude the
chapter with a summary.

3.1 Research Questions

As I noted in previous chapters, my study was guided by three research questions, all
aimed at understanding how EdD graduates, looking back with the benefit of time and reflection,
describe and make sense of their doctoral journey. This study addresses the following research

questions:
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1) How do six EdD graduates, who completed their degrees at least two years ago, describe
and understand what felt most meaningful or significant in their doctoral journey—and
why?

2) How, if at all, do these graduates describe and make sense of changes in themselves—
personally, professionally, academically, or otherwise—over the course of their doctoral
journey? What external experiences, events, or relationships do they see as shaping those
internal changes?

3) How do these graduates make sense of the doctoral journey itself? What kind of
experience do they now understand it to be—a life transition, a developmental process, a
professional credential, a transformative journey, a marathon, or something else entirely?

3.2 Rationale for a Qualitative Research Design

I used a qualitative research design because it allows for a deeper exploration of
participants’ experiences and perspectives, enabling me to address my research questions in a
way that prioritizes depth and nuance. As Creswell and Poth (2018) explain, qualitative research
is particularly well-suited for understanding the meaning, context, and process of people’s
experiences. Because this study centers on how participants describe and make sense of their
doctoral transitions—including internal beliefs, values, and personal growth—a qualitative
approach offers the most fitting path for exploring these nuanced, meaning-rich reflections.

My study was guided by a constructivist epistemology (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), which
recognizes that individuals construct their own understandings based on their experiences.
Because I was interested in how participants reflect on and make meaning of their journeys,
qualitative research allowed for an approach that values subjectivity and interpretation rather

than imposing a predetermined framework.
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Additionally, my research took a retrospective perspective, inviting graduates to look
back on their experiences with the benefit of time and reflection. Research suggests that
meaning-making often evolves over time (Leshem, 2020; Sweitzer, 2009), and a qualitative
approach allows for rich, detailed narratives that capture how graduates now understand and
interpret their doctoral experiences. Unlike quantitative research, which focuses on numerical
data and external generalizations, qualitative research provides the depth and nuance needed to
explore the personal significance of these experiences and how graduates articulate their
transitions in their own words.

Furthermore, because interviews were a primary data source, a qualitative design was
especially appropriate, as it supports open-ended, in-depth conversations that can surface the
complexity of participants’ reflections, emotions, and evolving perspectives (Seidman, 2019).
This approach keeps participants’ voices at the center—offering insight into how they name,
frame, and make sense of their doctoral journeys.

3.3 Rationale for a Case Study

I selected an exploratory multiple case study approach for this qualitative research
because it enables in-depth exploration of participants’ experiences within their real-world
contexts. As Creswell (2014) explains, case study research “involves the study of a case within a
real-life, contemporary context or setting” (p. 97). This approach is ideal for examining complex,
nuanced phenomena—such as the transitions doctoral graduates experience during their
programs and how they make sense of those transitions over time. A case study design aligns
with my goal of capturing the richness and complexity of each participant’s reflections on their

doctoral journey.
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I treated each participant’s experience as an individual case, allowing for both within-
case and cross-case analysis to identify patterns and themes (Quintdo, Andrade, & Almeida,
2020). By using a multiple case study design, [ was able to compare and contrast experiences
across participants, which enhances the robustness and credibility of the findings (Budiyanto,
Prananto, & Tan, 2019) and offers a more holistic understanding by incorporating multiple
perspectives (Bhatta, 2018).

This design is especially effective for answering “how” and “why” questions, making it
well-suited for exploring how graduates describe and understand their transitions—and why they
experienced certain stages or challenges as they did. It also allowed flexibility to accommodate
the different ways participants name and frame their experiences, whether as developmental
processes, transformative journeys, or periods of upheaval and change, or a series of transitions.

Finally, because participants were reflecting on their journeys retrospectively, a case
study design allowed their stories and meaning-making processes to be situated within their full
personal and contextual complexity rather than being reduced to a singular interpretation. This
choice strengthened the study’s ability to honor participants’ voices, while also contributing to
broader discussions about doctoral education, transition, and professional identity development.
3.4 Study Site and Program Context

In this section, I provide the rationale for selecting participants from a cohort-based adult
learning and leadership EdD program in the Northeastern United States. I also discuss the ways
in which this study extends prior research and contributes to the work of William Bridges and

others who have extended his work in different contexts.

74



Program Context

This study focuses on graduates of a cohort-based adult learning and leadership EdD
program in the Northeastern United States. The EdD, or Doctor of Education, is typically
designed for mid-career professionals seeking to integrate scholarly learning with applied
leadership practice. These programs often attract students who are balancing full-time work,
family responsibilities, and academic study—making them a particularly rich site for exploring
developmental transitions, identity work, and meaning-making across domains.

The particular program that these graduates are from is a fast-track Ed.D. cohort program
tailored for mid-career professionals who work full-time and seek a doctorate in adult education.
The program emphasizes leadership in adult and organizational learning and creates a space for
scholar-practitioners to critically engage with both theory and professional practice. Participants
progress as part of a cohort, completing their coursework over seven semesters in two years. This
program focuses on transformative learning (Mezirow, 1991), which encourages participants to
critically examine and reshape their assumptions, values, and beliefs. This emphasis on reflection
and identity development provides a unique context for studying doctoral transitions.

While much of the literature on doctoral student transitions does not distinguish between
PhD and EdD pathways, this study focuses specifically on EdD graduates of an executive level
program. EdD students—particularly those in cohort-based, practitioner-oriented programs—
often navigate distinct tensions between academic scholarship, professional identity, and
workplace demands (Cochran-Smith et al., 2014; Perry, 2010). By centering EdD graduates, this
study adds to a still-growing body of research on the unique experiences of doctoral students

pursuing applied, practice-based degrees.
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While it would certainly be valuable to explore how graduates of PhD and EdD programs
experience their doctoral journeys differently, that was not the aim of this study. My goal was
not to compare or evaluate different doctoral pathways, but to closely examine how a specific
group of EdD graduates reflected on their transitions and meaning-making processes. A future
study might take a comparative approach, but here my focus was on depth over breadth—
centering participants from a shared cohort to better understand their internal experiences.

Although expanding the sample to include graduates from various programs, disciplines,
or institutions might offer broader generalizability, that scope was beyond what this study
intends. A smaller, more focused sample was deliberately selected to support deep, reflective
exploration. While each participant’s journey is unique, drawing from a single cohort within the
same program provides a consistent context—minimizing external variables and enabling a
richer understanding of how individuals make sense of their doctoral experience, including the
transitions they experienced, the changes they underwent, and what the journey ultimately meant
to them.

This study is not an evaluation of a specific curriculum or institution, but rather an
inquiry into how doctoral students reflect on their journey and growth. Choosing participants
from a single cohort allows for both accessibility and a level of consistency that supports this
purpose. My study focused on this particular group of students because of the program’s
intensive structure, cohort model, and emphasis on adult learning and development. These
features mean participants may already have a language for describing their experiences, which
makes them especially well-suited for this kind of reflective study. I served as a teaching fellow

for multiple cohorts of this program, which provided insight into its structure and curriculum. To

76



do my best to minimize reactivity and researcher bias, I selected a cohort with which I had no
prior teaching involvement.

Bista and Cox (2014) describe the cohort model as a common structure in doctoral
programs, particularly in educational leadership. They note that cohort programs can be either
closed or open, depending on how students are admitted and progress through the program. A
closed cohort, like this one, means that students start and finish together, creating a shared
experience and strong peer connections (Pemberton & Akkary, 2010). In contrast, open cohorts
allow students to enter and leave the program at different times, making the experience more
fluid (LaMorte, 2012; Pemberton & Akkary, 2010).

This program is particularly well-aligned with the aims of this study because it attracts
professionals who are deeply committed to reflection, growth, and development—all central
themes in this research. Its emphasis on transformative learning (Mezirow, 1991) and self-
reflection (Brookfield, 2015, 2017) means that graduates are well-positioned to engage
meaningfully in the study. The cohort-based model also provides a shared structure and timeline,
allowing the analysis to examine how participants experienced similar transitions while still
attending to the variation in their individual paths.

Because the program is highly selective and designed for working professionals, its
graduates bring a unique perspective on navigating transitions. Studying participants who have
already completed their doctoral journey allows for reflection on the entire process—not just on
coursework or dissertation phases. Additionally, this particular cohort completed their doctoral
coursework prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, with members graduating both before and during
the pandemic, while others had not yet graduated at the time of data collection, adding an

important contextual dimension to their reflections.
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Finally, this program’s students come from a range of professional and personal
backgrounds, but they share a commitment to intellectual and personal growth. This combination
of diversity and shared experience makes them an ideal group for exploring how doctoral
students navigate transitions—not only academically, but in their identities, careers, and sense of
self.

3.5 Participant Selection

As described in Chapter I, I purposefully selected six graduates of a cohort-based adult
learning and leadership EdD program in the Northeastern United States who completed their
degrees at least two years prior to this study. This sample allowed for retrospective reflection on
the doctoral journey and offered insights into how participants describe and make sense of their
transitions.

Participant Selection Criteria

To align with the purpose of the study and ensure a meaningful and focused exploration
of participants’ experiences, I used the following criteria:

1. Graduation Timeline: Participants had completed their EdD program at least two years
prior to the study. This allowed for reflection on the experience with the benefit of
distance, while still ensuring memories remained accessible and detailed.

2. Program Participation: Participants had graduated from the same cohort-based adult
learning and leadership EdD program in the Northeastern United States. The shared
program structure—including its accelerated timeline, cohort model, and emphasis on
adult learning and development—provided a consistent context for exploring how

individuals navigated and made sense of their transitions.
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3. Availability for Interviews: Participants were willing to participate in two 90-minute
interviews conducted virtually. This ensured the collection of rich, in-depth data while
allowing flexibility for participants.

4. Willingness to Reflect: Participants were open to reflecting deeply on their doctoral
journey. The study relied on participants’ capacity for introspection and meaning making
to understand how they experienced the doctoral journey and transitions within it.

These priorities helped ensure that the participant sample reflected a range of experiences
while maintaining coherence through a shared program context.

Participant Recruitment

For this study, I used purposeful sampling to identify participants who could provide rich,
reflective insights into doctoral transitions (Palinkas et al., 2016). This approach enabled the
selection of individuals whose experiences and perspectives aligned with the goals of the study
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).

I began by reaching out to seven graduates of a cohort-based adult learning and
leadership EdD program in the Northeastern United States who had been identified as potential
participants. A professional colleague helped connect me with these individuals, all of whom had
expressed preliminary interest and appeared to meet the selection criteria. If any of these
individuals were unable to participate, I planned to explore additional recruitment strategies.
These included consulting faculty affiliated with the program for recommendations, determining
whether an alumni listserv or directory was available for outreach, or identifying other ways to
connect with eligible graduates from cohorts prior to 2022 (see Appendix C: Recruitment Email

and Appendix D: Timeline for Recruiting, Data Collection, and Data Analysis).
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Each identified participant received a formal email invitation to participate in the study.
This email included the informed consent letter, giving participants time to review the
information and consider their involvement. For those who agreed to participate, I followed up
with a brief phone call to confirm eligibility, provide additional details about the research
process, and answer any questions. During this call, I also scheduled both interviews, while

allowing flexibility for rescheduling as needed. Additional materials related to this process are

included in Appendix E: Screening Phone Call Script and Appendix F: Informed Consent Letter.

By beginning with purposeful sampling through professional networks, I aimed to recruit
participants who were not only eligible but also willing to engage in thoughtful reflection on
their doctoral experiences. I recognized, however, that not all eligible individuals would choose
to participate due to time constraints, personal reasons, or the emotional nature of revisiting their
journey. With this in mind, I remained flexible and responsive in my recruitment efforts to
ensure a robust and meaningful study.

Sample Size

My study focused on a sample of six graduates from a cohort-based adult learning and
leadership EdD program in the Northeastern United States. To ensure this sample size, [ began
recruitment by reaching out to seven individuals who had expressed interest and appeared to
meet the selection criteria. A sample of six allowed for in-depth exploration of individual
experiences while also providing enough variation to identify patterns across cases. This balance
supported a nuanced understanding of how graduates make sense of their doctoral journeys

without compromising the depth or manageability of data collection and analysis.
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3.6 Data Collection

In this section I outline the data collection methods I employed in this study, which
include two rounds of 90-minute semi-structured interviews featuring a mapping activity and a
reflection activity. These methods were designed to explore how graduates of a cohort-based
adult learning and leadership EdD program describe and make sense of their doctoral journey—
focusing on the transitions they identify, the changes they experienced, and the meaning they
attach to the process in retrospect. (See Appendix D: Timeline for Recruiting, Data Collection,
and Data Analysis).

Pilot Interviews

Prior to data collection, I conducted pilot interviews to test and refine the interview
protocols. Both interview protocols were piloted with an individual who had graduated from an
adult learning and leadership EdD program in the northeastern United States approximately one
year prior. While this individual did not fully meet the study’s inclusion criterion of having
graduated at least two years prior—a criterion intended to support retrospective reflection on
broader developmental change—the interview nonetheless yielded rich and meaningful data,
making it appropriate for the testing and refinement of the interview protocols, though not for
inclusion in the final study sample. The pilot interviews yielded rich data and confirmed that the
structure, sequencing, and timing of the interview questions were effective. Minor adjustments
were made to improve the clarity and pacing of certain questions, including refining prompts and
identifying appropriate moments to pause and allow for deeper reflection. Overall, the pilot

process supported the validity and feasibility of the data collection approach.
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Semi-Structured Interviews

The primary method of data collection was semi-structured interviews, which balance
flexibility and structure to allow for a deep exploration of participants’ reflections (Lune & Berg,
2018). As outlined in my interview protocols (see Appendix G: I1 Protocol and Appendix H: 12
Protocol), each participant engaged in two 90-minute virtual interviews conducted via Zoom. To
ensure accuracy, interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed using Al-assisted transcription
(e.g., Zoom’s built-in tool). Participants received copies of their transcripts allowing them to
clarify, expand, or adjust their responses (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Each interview served a
distinct yet connected purpose:
Interview 1: Mapping the Doctoral Journey

Participants created and narrated a visual map of their doctoral experience, identifying
key moments, transitions, relationships, and challenges that shaped their journey. The purpose of
the mapping activity was not to analyze the visual artifact itself, but to serve as a reflective
prompt to support participants in recalling and organizing their experiences over time,
facilitating access to memory and retrospective reflection on their doctoral journeys. This
mapping activity functioned as an elicitation tool, providing a structured way for participants to
narrate their experience before, during, and after completing the program. The primary data
source was participants’ verbal narration of their maps, rather than the maps themselves.

The discussion also explored their initial motivations for pursuing the doctorate and how
they saw themselves at the time of their interview compared to when they began. At the end of
this interview, participants were asked to think about an object, story, metaphor, or other

representation symbolizing their doctoral journey to discuss in Interview 2.
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Interview 2: Meaning-Making and Reflection

The second interview deepened the discussion, focusing on uncertainties, challenges, and
transformations that occurred during the doctoral journey. This conversation explored how
participants navigated uncertainty (Bridges’ “neutral zone”), whether they experienced shifts in
identity, and how they made sense of the transition overall.

Member-checking occurred at the beginning of this interview, where I shared a summary
of Interview 1—including some of my main interpretations—to invite clarification, expansion, or
adjustment. The interview concluded with a reflection activity in which participants shared their
chosen object, story, or metaphor. This provided space for them to express their experience in a
personally meaningful way and articulate insights that may be difficult to convey through
standard questioning, supporting deeper retrospective meaning-making and the reconstruction of
their experiences over time.

Iterative Member-Checking

To support ongoing reflection and ensure accuracy, participants engaged in live member-
checking at the start of Interview 2 to refine interpretations.
Data Security and Confidentiality

To protect participants’ privacy, all data—including audio recordings and transcripts—
were stored on a password-protected personal laptop. Participants’ identities were anonymized
using pseudonyms, and identifying details (e.g., locations, institutions) were modified to
maintain confidentiality. At the same time, care was taken not to over-sanitize participants’
narratives, in order to preserve the authenticity and integrity of their experiences. Identifying
details were altered only when necessary to protect confidentiality, while maintaining the

meaning and context of participants’ stories.
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This multi-layered approach—incorporating semi-structured interviews, mapping,
personal reflection, and iterative member-checking—yprovided multiple entry points for
participants to engage with and articulate their experiences. It also captured the richness and
complexity of the doctoral transition, supporting a more nuanced and holistic understanding of
how graduates reflect on and make meaning from their journey.

3.7 Data Analysis

In this section, I describe how I analyzed the data, treating analysis as an iterative and
reflective process (Maxwell, 2013). Since this study explored how EdD graduates make sense of
their doctoral journey, my approach centered on understanding each participant’s unique
experience while also identifying broader patterns across cases using a multiple case study
framework (Creswell, 2014).

My analysis involved examining individual cases first, then conducting a cross-case
comparison to explore shared themes, distinctions, and meaning-making processes across
participants. (See Appendix D: Timeline for Recruiting, Data Collection, and Data Analysis).
This process was structured yet flexible, allowing me to interpret participants’ experiences while
staying true to their voices.

After each interview, I began by writing analytic memos to capture key takeaways,
surprises, and emerging patterns. These memos served as an ongoing record of my analytic
thinking, helping to track evolving insights over time. Once the interviews were transcribed, |
sent the transcripts back to participants to check for descriptive validity. This gave them a chance
to review what they shared, clarify anything, and add any new reflections that had surfaced since
our conversation. Member checking (Maxwell, 2013) was important to this study as a strategy to

support accurate representation of participants’ experiences.
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From there, I began coding the data, breaking down participants’ responses into
meaningful pieces. I used both open coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998)—allowing themes to
emerge naturally from their words—and theoretical coding, using Bridges’ Transition Theory as
a lens to help interpret their experiences. Coding supported the initial identification of patterns,
which were further developed and refined through case summaries and cross-case analysis.
While coding was used to engage closely with the data and identify initial patterns, the primary
analytic work occurred through the development and analysis of detailed case summaries.

Following initial coding, I developed detailed narrative summaries for each participant in
response to analytic questions (Seidman, 2006), which became my primary analytic tool for
identifying and synthesizing themes within and across cases. Using these case summaries, |
conducted within-case analysis to identify central themes for each participant. I then moved into
cross-case analysis, examining patterns, similarities, and differences across participants. This
process of thematic analysis was informed both by initial coding and by the synthesis of
participants’ narratives within the case summaries.

These analytic steps informed the development of narrative profiles, which represented
participants’ experiences holistically in my findings chapters. This process supported an
understanding not only of individual transitions, but also of the range of ways participants
navigated their doctoral journeys. Each of these steps allowed me to move between individual
stories and broader themes, ensuring that my analysis captured both the personal and collective
aspects of these transitions. The next sections provide a more detailed description of each stage

of the analytic process.
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Analytic Memos: Capturing First Impressions & Emerging Themes

Immediately after each interview, I wrote an analytic memo in my research journal
(Maxwell, 2013). This served as a space for me to process what stood out, reflect on the
conversation, and begin noticing early themes. Rather than waiting until formal coding began, I
captured my immediate impressions—what felt important, what surprised me, and any patterns
that might have been emerging across participants.

In these memos, I noted key moments in the interview that stood out, whether because of
something powerful the participant shared, a shift in tone, or an emotional pause that might not
have been evident in the transcript. I also recorded my initial thoughts on themes, tensions, or
contradictions I noticed, even if they were still forming. At the same time, I remained mindful of
my own assumptions and biases, acknowledging how my perspective might have shaped what I
noticed (Maxwell, 2013).

These ongoing reflections helped me stay grounded in participants’ meaning-making
processes while also keeping track of my own reactions throughout the research process. By
documenting my thoughts, I was able to return to these memos later to examine how my thinking
evolved and how themes became more clearly defined over time.

Transcription & Member Checking

Each interview was transcribed using Al-assisted transcription (e.g., Zoom’s built-in
tool), and I reviewed the transcriptions against the audio recordings to ensure accuracy, attending
to descriptive validity (Maxwell, 2013).

To protect confidentiality, participants were assigned pseudonyms to protect their
identities. Pseudonyms were selected to be neutral and easily distinguishable, allowing for clarity

while preserving the authenticity of participants’ narratives.
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Each interview transcript was shared with participants for their review, and they were
invited to correct anything they felt misrepresented them or add or remove any content they no
longer wished to be included in the study. This provided participants with the opportunity to
engage in deeper reflection, ensuring that their experiences were represented in a way that feels
authentic to them.

Coding to Fragment and Reduce the Data

To analyze the data, I used a two-step coding process that balances both participant-
driven insights and theoretical perspectives. I began with open coding, which allowed me to
“break open” the data and highlight participants’ voices (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 198). This
approach ensured that I remained grounded in their lived experiences rather than imposing
existing frameworks too early in the process. For each transcript, I conducted an initial round of
open coding, identifying and labeling meaningful segments of data. My focus was on capturing
how participants experienced, navigated, and made sense of their doctoral transitions.

I then incorporated theoretical coding, using insights from the literature to analyze the
data through the lens of my conceptual framework (Maxwell, 2013). These theoretical codes
were informed by my preliminary code groups and Bridges’ Transition Model (see Appendix A:
Preliminary Codes). Coding in this study functioned as an initial analytic step to identify patterns
and areas of significance within the data, which then informed the development of more
comprehensive case-level analyses through case summaries.

Thematic Analysis: Organizing Data into Meaningful Themes

Following initial coding, I developed detailed case summaries for each participant,

synthesizing their interview transcripts into comprehensive narratives that captured key

experiences, transitions, and meaning-making processes. These summaries served as a central
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analytic step and primary tool for analysis, allowing me to organize and interpret the data
holistically while maintaining the integrity of each participant’s story.

Using these case summaries, I conducted within-case analysis to identify central themes
for each participant. I then conducted cross-case analysis to examine patterns, similarities, and
differences across participants. This thematic analysis was informed both by the initial coding
process and by the synthesis of participants’ narratives within the case summaries.

Throughout this process, I used analytical memos (Maxwell, 2013) to document my
thoughts, insights, and reflections on emerging patterns in the data. These memos served as a
critical tool for sense-making, helping me to track themes, potential interpretations, and links
between participants’ experiences and my theoretical framework. I also used memos to reflect on
how my own assumptions and perspectives may have influenced my analysis.

Case summaries were also shared with participants as part of the member-checking
process, allowing them to review, clarify, and affirm the accuracy of how their experiences were
represented.

These analytic steps informed the development of narrative profiles, which were used to
represent participants’ experiences holistically in the findings chapters (Seidman, 2019). Each
narrative profile provided a comprehensive account of the participant’s doctoral journey,
integrating key themes, transitions, and reflections identified through the analytic process.

This process allowed me to identify key themes, patterns, and variations within and
across cases while preserving the depth and complexity of each participant’s experience.

By taking this approach, I was able to draw meaningful conclusions about the collective
experiences of the graduates while still honoring the uniqueness of each individual’s journey.

Doctoral transitions are deeply personal and rarely follow a straightforward path (Gardner, 2009;
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Keefer, 2015), so this analysis captured both shared patterns and the distinct ways each
participant made meaning of their experience. Through narrative reconstruction (Riessman,
2008) and connections to theoretical frameworks, this study developed a rich, nuanced, and
multidimensional understanding of how doctoral students experience transition as an ongoing,
nonlinear process of change and meaning-making.

In the next section, I discuss how I address issues of validity in this study.

3.8 Validity

In qualitative research, validity refers to the credibility and trustworthiness of the
findings—ensuring that the interpretations accurately represent participants’ experiences
and meaning-making processes (Maxwell, 2013). Because this study explored how EdD
graduates retrospectively make sense of their doctoral journey, it was especially important
to remain attentive to how participants’ voices were represented and how my own
perspectives may have influenced the analysis.

To support validity, I drew on several strategies outlined by Maxwell (2013),
including reflexivity, member checking, rich data collection, and attention to discrepant
evidence.

Researcher Positionality and Bias

I cannot separate myself from this work, nor do I want to. My background, my values,
and the transitions I have navigated throughout my doctoral journey inevitably shape how I
approach this research. I am the daughter of South Korean immigrants, a second-generation
Asian American woman who grew up moving between two cultures, learning to navigate

different expectations, values, and ways of thinking. I moved to New York from Illinois to
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pursue my doctorate—only to have that journey disrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic, forcing
me to reorient my sense of place, purpose, and direction.

Since starting my doctoral program, I have experienced multiple transitions—academic,
professional, and personal—that have shaped my understanding of change and identity. I started
and left two different jobs, each transition forcing me to re-evaluate my role as an educator and
where [ wanted to be. I struggled to find a dissertation topic that truly resonated, revising and
shifting directions multiple times before arriving at my current research focus. I also made the
difficult decision to change dissertation advisors, moving from someone within my department
to a mentor outside of it—someone who truly understood my journey and helped me grow in
ways I never expected.

Beyond these academic and professional shifts, I also experienced a deeply personal
transition that required me to confront my own patterns, fears, and evolving sense of self. This
experience led me to question long-held assumptions about identity, success, and what it means
to live authentically. As I navigated these questions, I became more aware of how I process
emotions, make meaning of transitions, and relate to others. These realizations became part of
my intellectual and emotional landscape as a researcher, deepening my capacity for empathy,
attunement, and insight—qualities I bring to this study as I seek to honor the complexity of
others’ journeys.

These experiences have shaped how I understand transition as a process of letting go,
navigating uncertainty, and stepping into something new. They also inform my interest in this
research: I want to better understand transitions because I have lived them, wrestled with them,

and continue to experience them.
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At the same time, I recognize that my journey is still unfolding, while participants in my
research will be looking back on their doctoral journeys retrospectively. They have completed
their doctoral journeys, while I am still in mine. Not only that, but they were also asked to reflect
on their entire doctoral journey as a whole and consider the ways in which their journey itself
was a transitional experience. In contrast, I am still in the process of navigating my own doctoral
transition, which inevitably shapes my perspective. This distinction is important, and I have
remained mindful of it as I conducted this study. I look forward to the ways their stories and
reflections will not only contribute to this research but also offer insight for others—whether
they are just beginning, actively navigating, or reflecting on their own doctoral journeys.

As aresearcher, I also bring specific experiences and roles that shape how I interpret
participants’ narratives. My interest in doctoral transitions is informed not only by my own
experiences within doctoral education, but also by my role as a teaching fellow in several cohort-
based EdD programs similar to the one studied here. While these experiences provided me with
valuable insight into the structure and culture of such programs, they also introduced the
possibility of bias—particularly in how I interpret participants’ experiences and identify patterns
within the data.

To address this, I engaged in ongoing reflexivity throughout the research process.
Analytic memos served as a key space for reflecting on my assumptions, reactions, and
interpretations as they developed. By documenting these reflections, I remained attentive to how
my own perspective might shape the analysis and intentionally grounded my interpretations in
participants’ narratives. In addition, I selected participants from a cohort with which I had no
prior teaching involvement to minimize potential power dynamics or prior relationships that

could influence the data collection or interpretation process.
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Reflexivity

Because this study is so deeply connected to my own experiences, I knew I needed to be
intentional and honest about how my perspectives shape my research (Maxwell, 2013). Because
of this, I was intentional about examining how my positionality influenced my interpretations
and interactions with participants. I wanted to be sure that [ was actively checking my biases and
creating space for perspectives that may challenge my own. This meant approaching each
participant’s story with humility, curiosity, and care—honoring their experiences as distinct from
mine, even as I may resonate with certain elements. It meant making room for contradictions,
surprises, and truths I may not have anticipated. This helped me engage with participants’
narratives without forcing coherence where it didn’t naturally exist.

No researcher is a blank slate. While I cannot erase my own experiences, I was deliberate
in examining how my identity, values, and assumptions influenced the questions I asked, the
patterns I noticed, and the interpretations I made (Gerson & Damaske, 2020). To support that
effort, I:

e Engaged in regular journaling and analytic memoing to reflect on my assumptions,
emotional reactions, and how my personal experiences might be influencing my
interpretations (Maxwell, 2013).

e Sought disconfirming evidence by intentionally identifying contradictions and alternative
explanations rather than only focusing on patterns that aligned with my expectations
(Gerson & Damaske, 2020).

e Participated in collaborative cross-checking by sharing emerging interpretations with
doctoral colleagues in an advanced research seminar to ensure that my perspective was

not the sole lens shaping the analysis (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Maxwell, 2013).
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e Engaged in member checking with participants, inviting them to review transcripts and
confirm that their experiences were represented accurately (Maxwell, 2013).

e Remained attentive to my positionality throughout the analytic process, ensuring that
participants’ definitions and understandings of transition guided the analysis rather than
imposing my own interpretations (Maxwell, 2013).

Beyond these structured strategies, I also tracked how my own journey continued to
shape my approach—not just through analytic memos but also through ongoing conversations
with my research working group, my advisor, and trusted colleagues. These ongoing reflexive
practices helped ensure that my interpretations remained grounded in participants’ narratives
while remaining critically aware of my own influence (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Maxwell, 2013).

At the core of this study is a deep commitment to thoughtfulness, integrity, and
authenticity—to honoring not only the voices of the participants in this study but also the
complexity of what it means to navigate transitions. This required me to remain accountable to
both the participants’ experiences and my own role in interpreting them. It also meant
continuously questioning my interpretations and remaining open to what this research revealed—
about others and about myself.

Reactivity

As a qualitative researcher, I recognized that my presence in this study is not neutral.
Reactivity—the influence of the researcher on participants—is inevitable (Maxwell, 2013). My
goal was not to erase my presence but to be aware of it, acknowledge it, and take thoughtful
steps to ensure that the voices and experiences of the participants in this study remained at the

center of this research.
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One of the ways I addressed this was by building trusting and transparent relationships
with the participants in this study. This included ensuring that their participation was fully
voluntary and informed, that they understood they had the choice to opt in or out at any stage,
and that they felt comfortable sharing their experiences with me (Maxwell, 2013). I aimed for
participants to feel that their stories were respected, valued, and truly heard—not just as data
points, but as meaningful reflections of their lived experiences.

I also recognized that who I am and where I come from matters. The fact that [ am an
educator, a doctoral student at Teachers College, and someone who is still navigating the
challenges of a doctoral journey may have influenced how comfortable participants felt in
sharing their experiences with me. Some may have felt more open, seeing me as a peer who
understands their world. Others may have felt hesitant, wondering how much they should
disclose to someone who is still in the process of earning her doctorate.

To be mindful of my influence, I selected participants who completed a doctoral program
different from my own and who had not attended classes with me. This helped ensure that no
prior academic relationships existed between us. I was also mindful of how I phrased my
questions, ensuring they were open-ended rather than leading, allowing participants to shape the
conversation in their own way (Maxwell, 2013).

Finally, I considered how the interview process itself may have shaped participants’
reflections. At the end of the second interview, I asked participants whether they felt being
interviewed had influenced their responses or their thinking about their doctoral journey. I
remained attentive to how this research process itself might be shaping their reflections— rather
than assuming I was capturing participants’ experiences exactly as they existed outside of the

interview context.
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These steps helped me create a research environment where participants felt comfortable,
respected, and fully heard—while also remaining aware of my own role in shaping the
conversations that unfolded.

Descriptive Validity

In qualitative research, accurately capturing participants’ words and experiences is
essential. What was said, how it was said, and in what context all matter. To ensure that I
represented the experiences of the participants in this study as faithfully as possible, I digitally
recorded and transcribed all interviews verbatim (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). After
transcription, I carefully cross-checked each transcript against the original Zoom audio
recordings to confirm accuracy (Maxwell, 2013). I also read the transcripts carefully several
times and provided them to each participant before proceeding with our next interview as another
way to ensure accuracy and clarity (Maxwell, 2013; Siedman, 2019). Any adjustments to
transcripts were noted, and any coding was updated to reflect these adjustments based on each
participant’s feedback.

Interpretive Validity

There are several ways a researcher can enhance their internal validity, including member
checks and data triangulation (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). To interpret the data as accurately as
possible, I employed member checking after each interview (see Appendix D: Timeline for
Recruiting, Data Collection, and Data Analysis) so that my interpretations did not reflect my own
biases or center my own experiences. As I developed codes, concepts, and themes from
interview transcripts, I shared these with participants for their input after each interview as part

of the member checking process.
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Through the data analysis process, after both interviews for each participant were
completed, I created a narrative summary of key insights and provided it to participants for their
feedback on my interpretation of the data. This process allowed participants to be part of the
interpretive and analytical process and to suggest change in how I interpreted the data from our
interviews (Maxwell, 2013).

To further support interpretive validity, I cross-checked my findings with my sponsor at
Teachers College (Maxwell, 2013) as well as with fellow doctoral students trained in qualitative
research.

Theoretical Validity

To account for theoretical validity, I analyzed the data for both confirmations and
discrepancies in relation to Bridges’ Transition Theory (2017) as participants described their
doctoral journeys. I examined instances where their experiences aligned with the framework, as
well as moments that challenged or extended its applicability. Any outliers or disconfirming
evidence were documented to ensure that my interpretations remained open to complexities that
may not fit neatly within the model (Maxwell, 2013; Miles et al., 2019).

While I did not participate in a formal dissertation seminar during the summer and fall, I
sought peer and faculty input through individual meetings, discussions with colleagues also
engaged in qualitative research, and feedback from my dissertation advisor. These conversations
served as a critical checkpoint, allowing me to challenge my interpretations and remain attentive
to the full range of participants’ perspectives.

By maintaining a critical and reflexive stance, I aimed to ensure that my theoretical
interpretations remained grounded in participants’ lived experiences rather than imposing a

predetermined framework. If Bridges’ model did not fully capture the nuances of their
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transitions, I adjusted my analyses accordingly, making space for alternative perspectives on how
doctoral students navigated this period of change.
3.8 Study Limitations

One limitation of this study is its small sample size. As a qualitative multiple case study,
the findings are intended to be deeply contextual—rooted in the specific experiences of six
graduates from a cohort-based adult learning and leadership EdD program in the Northeastern
United States. This design supports internal generalizability (Maxwell, 2013), meaning that
insights may resonate within similar contexts, but they are not meant to be universally
generalizable across all doctoral students. The goal is depth over breadth: to illuminate how
individuals reflected on and made meaning of their doctoral journeys, not to make broad claims
about all EdD or doctoral graduates. Additionally, the sample was limited in diversity in terms of
race, age, and gender, as all participants in this study identified as women.

Another limitation is participant availability. Because this study relies on in-depth
interviews, it requires participants who are willing and able to reflect meaningfully on their
transitions. Some eligible participants may decline to participate due to time constraints, personal
reasons, or the emotional difficulty of revisiting aspects of their journey. This could affect the
diversity of perspectives included.

My positionality as a researcher is another potential limitation, as well as a source of
depth. I share certain similarities with the participants, including familiarity with the program
structure, the experience of navigating transitions during my own doctoral journey, and a
personal commitment to adult learning and development. These shared experiences allow me to
listen with empathy and understanding—but they also carry the risk of overidentification or

interpretation through my own lens. To stay grounded in participants’ own meanings, |
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incorporated reflective practices such as journaling, member checking, and collaborative
feedback from peers and faculty. These practices helped me remain aware of my influence while
keeping the focus centered on the stories and truths participants chose to share.

Lastly, this study focuses on graduates of one specific EdD program and does not include
graduates from other types of doctoral programs or institutions. While future research could
explore cross-program or comparative perspectives, this study is intentionally narrow in scope. It
centers a particular group of graduates within a shared program context to enable a rich, nuanced
understanding of how they described and interpreted their doctoral transitions in hindsight.

3.9 Chapter Summary

In this chapter, I detailed the methodological approach of this study, outlining my
research questions, rationale for a qualitative case study design, participant selection process, and
data collection and analysis methods. I explained how this research is grounded in Bridges’
Transition Theory (Bridges, 2017), while also allowing space for emergent themes that may
extend beyond that framework. Given the deeply personal nature of this study, I discussed my
approach to reflexivity, addressing how I navigated researcher bias to ensure that participants’
voices remained at the forefront. Additionally, I outlined validity strategies, including member-
checking and analytic memo writing, to maintain the integrity of the findings. Finally, I
acknowledged the study’s limitations, particularly its small sample size and focus on a specific
cohort-based adult learning and leadership EdD program, while emphasizing its contribution to
understanding doctoral transitions as a complex, deeply human experience. By centering
participants’ reflections and meaning-making processes, this study offers nuanced insights into

how doctoral students navigate change, uncertainty, and identity transformation. It is my hope
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that these stories will resonate with others navigating their own transitions, whether in doctoral

study or beyond.
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Chapter 4: Portraits of Participants Before the Doctorate

In this chapter, I introduce the six participants as they were before entering the doctoral
program. I focus on who they were at that point in their lives, what drew them to pursue a
doctorate, and what they were juggling going into the doctoral journey. Staying close to
participants’ own words and descriptions, I offer narrative portraits that situate each individual
within her broader life context, including professional roles, family responsibilities, and personal
motivations. Because this research examines participants’ doctoral experiences through the lens
of transitions, investing time in understanding who they were at their points of entry helps
illuminate their internal changes as they moved through their journeys.

The purpose of this chapter is primarily descriptive, with light interpretive signals that
help illuminate the lives, responsibilities, and circumstances from which each participant entered
the doctoral program. These portraits lay the groundwork for the chapters that follow, helping
readers understand why the doctoral journey unfolded as it did for each person.

Participants shared their accounts during interviews conducted two to six years after
graduation. The portraits of participants in this chapter focus on establishing who participants
were at the point of entry, and why pursuing the doctorate felt significant or timely in their lives.

This focus sets the stage for Chapter 5, which examines participants’ accounts of moving
through the doctorate and reflecting back on it at the time of the interview. Chapter 5 addresses
all three research questions by exploring what participants described as most meaningful in their
doctoral journeys, how they experienced changes in themselves over time, and how they now
understand the doctoral journey as a whole. Using Bridges’ (2017) theory of transition as an
analytic lens, I analyze how participants’ stories reflect experiences of endings, neutral zones,

and new beginnings, and I identify both commonalities and differences in how these stages
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unfolded across participants. I also examine how life stage, relationships, and other contextual
factors shaped these experiences.
4.1 Setting the Context: Introducing the Participants

The six participants in this study were all two or more years past graduation from a
cohort-based adult learning and leadership doctoral program in the Northeastern United States at
the time of their interviews. While this was not intentional in the research design, all six
participants were women. They entered the program at different life stages and from a range of
professional contexts, representing a range of fields, backgrounds, locations, and life and career
stages, with ages spanning from their forties to their sixties. While I want to honor the
participants’ full identities, for confidentiality, I have disguised certain identifying details out of
respect for them and to protect their privacy. For example, I have softened or shifted certain
demographic details such as professional field (e.g., business, education, or hybrid roles) and
time to completion (e.g., within five years or more than five).

I present the participants’ portraits in three intentional pairings: Danielle and Sara, Sandra
and Monica, and Emily and Annabelle. These pairings are not based on age, profession, or
demographic similarity; nor do they reflect hierarchy or degree of experienced challenge. Rather,
I group these participants according to shared contextual features related to where they were in
their life journeys at the time they entered the doctoral program and the kinds of questions,
responsibilities, and pressures they were navigating. These pairings reflect similarities in
participants’ starting points rather than outcomes, allowing readers to see how different doctoral
journeys unfolded from comparable life contexts.

For example, as you will see below, Danielle and Sara both entered the program as

working mothers of young children, balancing doctoral study alongside family and caregiving
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responsibilities. Sandra and Monica entered the program from structured, high-functioning
professional lives and brought strong self-discipline and prior academic experience within the
same university context where they were pursuing the doctorate. Emily and Annabelle entered
later in their careers, having lived full lives personally and professionally. While participants
within each pairing shared important contextual similarities, their experiences were not the same;
attending to both similarities and differences within these pairings helps illuminate how context
shaped each person’s experience in distinct ways.

Presenting participants in paired portraits allows readers to notice patterns and contrasts
as they emerge, while still honoring each participant’s individual story. Brief reflective
observations are offered following each pairing to highlight these contextual similarities and
differences. A more comprehensive cross-case analysis is taken up in Chapter 5.

The order in which I present the participants is therefore intentional, designed to highlight
variation across life stage, context, and experience rather than to suggest comparison based on
status or outcome. To further orient the reader, Table 1 below provides an overview of
participant characteristics, including pseudonym, approximate age range, and general

professional role.
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Table 1: Participant Overview

Pseudonym Approximate Career General Professional Family/Life Context
Age Range at Stage at Context at Entry
Entry Entry
Danielle 30s-40s Early-Mid | Professional/administrative Married; parent of
career role young children
Sara 30s—40s Early-Mid | Education / hybrid role Married; parent of
career young children
Sandra 40s-50s Mid-later | Professional/administrative Married; balancing
career role work and family
Monica 40s-50s Mid-later | Professional/administrative Single parent;
career role school-age children
Emily 50s—60s Later Education / leadership role Married; adult
career children
Annabelle 50s—60s Later Legal / teaching role Married; adult
career children

Paired Portraits: Danielle and Sara

In this section I present the individual portraits of Danielle and Sara before the doctorate.
They are paired together here because both participants at the time of entry were married,
working, and parents of young children when they began their doctoral journeys. They entered
the program while balancing demanding professional roles and the everyday realities of
parenting young children, circumstances that shaped their experiences from the outset.
Presenting Danielle and Sara together highlights shared contextual starting points rather than
shared outcomes. While both entered the program under similar life conditions, their
circumstances, relationships, and inner questions were not the same. By attending to both the
similarities and differences in how they entered the doctorate, my work helps illuminate how
context shaped what the doctoral journey came to mean for each of them.
Portrait of Danielle Before the Doctorate

At the time she entered the doctoral program, Danielle was a Black, Christian woman in
her forties who was married and raising two children. She and her brother grew up in the New

York City, in a blended family where working, taking responsibility, and showing up were part
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of everyday life. As Danielle explained, her mother worked as a registered nurse for many years,
her stepfather ran his own business installing windows, and her father worked in social services
for the state while remaining actively involved in her life through regular visits and weekends
together.

Reflecting on her upbringing, Danielle emphasized that work was simply what people
around her did: “My mom was a registered nurse. My dad was kind of working in social services
for the state. My stepfather did window installation and even had his own business for a big core
of my life. The window truck was always in the driveway, right? So those were their careers. Just
around me, | saw people working and doing what they needed to do every day.”

In this description, Danielle situates herself within a family culture where employment
and responsibility were normalized rather than exceptional. Going to work, taking care of
obligations, and following through were not framed as sacrifices, but as expected parts of daily
life—an orientation that became foundational to how she understood herself. This family culture
translated early into how Danielle approached work and responsibility as a young person. She
described herself as someone who was always moving forward and taking things seriously, even
as a teenager: “I would say I’m kind of the casual grinder. It’s important to me to stay on top of
what I’'m doing, but that’s not my whole world, right? I’ve always had a lot of other things going
on. For example, I’ve always had a job ... Just around me, I saw people working and doing what
they needed to do every day ... So, I took whatever I did really seriously.” As Danielle
explained, working hard was not about making work her entire identity, but about meeting
responsibilities consistently. Her use of the phrase “casual grinder” captures a way of being that
combines steadiness with momentum—showing up, staying on top of things, and continuing to

move forward.
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As a teenager, Danielle worked part-time jobs in retail and telemarketing and earned her
own spending money. She described saving enough to purchase her first car and paying her
mother back in installments, an arrangement that reflected both independence and follow-
through: “My mom was always very logical. So, if I said, ‘Hey, I really want to get a used car,
and since I’'m working and I have money, could you pay for it upfront, and I’1l pay you back
over installments?’ And that’s how I got my first car—my 1987 Stanza. I was the only one of my
friends driving. I drove myself to school every day and to my job.” Looking back, Danielle
understood these experiences as shaping how she approached adulthood—comfortable taking
responsibility, accustomed to managing her own commitments, and confident navigating spaces
typically associated with adults.

Danielle’s educational path followed a similar rhythm of focus and follow-through. As
she explained, she moved from public school into Catholic school, where expectations
intensified. She enrolled in a Regents diploma track, which required additional coursework and
examinations, and described herself as consistently focused on staying on top of her academic
responsibilities. After participating in a “bring your daughter to work day” at her mother’s job,
Danielle became interested in the clinical world and initially set her sights on becoming a
physician assistant. She enrolled at a well-known historically Black university with that goal in
mind. When she did not gain admission to the physician assistant program, Danielle told me this
moment prompted her to reflect more deeply on what truly energized her. As she explained, she
realized that what drew her in was not clinical practice itself, but leadership and the impact of
building something. She switched her major to health management and took on an especially

heavy course load—between 23 and 27 credits per semester—so that she could still graduate on
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time. During those final two years, she thrived academically, earning straight A’s and feeling, as
she described it, that she was “finally in the right lane.”

After graduating from college, Danielle returned to New York with a strong sense of
urgency about adulthood and work. As she explained, no one in her family explicitly pressured
her to secure a job immediately, yet she felt an internal expectation to move forward: “I
graduated, so the next step is I’'m supposed to have a real job, right? I was really frustrated that it
took me a little minute—maybe five or six months—to land what I’d call my first real, full-time
job.” This urgency shaped how Danielle understood responsibility and progress. Even while
working retail and taking temporary jobs, she experienced those roles as stopgaps rather than
destinations. When she finally received an offer for a full-time position in a histology lab, the
meaning of that moment was profound: “I cried tears of joy when I got that offer. I was like, this
is it, I made it, I finally got my first real job.” For Danielle, the job represented legitimacy and
arrival—a confirmation that she had entered adulthood in the way she believed she should. At
the same time, the work itself quickly revealed a mismatch between stability and fulfillment. As
she described the role required little skill or education, and she and her colleagues often
questioned why they were there.

That realization clarified her next step. As Danielle told me, “It didn’t take me long to
realize I needed to start working on my master’s degree, because I wanted more than this.” She
began working toward her master’s degree while continuing to work full time. While completing
her master’s degree, Danielle secured a position at a major hospital in New York City, her first
hospital role. Although the position was administrative, she described it as deeply meaningful: “I
thrived at it. I loved the interaction, the flow. I felt like I was doing meaningful work—

scheduling people for chemotherapy, coordinating appointments. Even though it wasn’t a
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management job, I felt like [ was providing a real purpose.” Her competence did not go
unnoticed. As she explained, administrators recognized her strengths and encouraged her to step
into a supervisory role as she neared completion of her master’s degree: “One of the
administrators came to me and said, “You’re almost finished with your master’s, right?’ ...
‘We’re opening a brand-new site, and I’d love for you to be the supervisor.’”

Graduating from her master’s program and moving directly into a supervisory position
marked an important moment of affirmation. She moved into leadership roles soon after, often
being invited to take on new sites or expanded responsibilities. While these transitions brought
opportunities, they also exposed her to challenging organizational dynamics, including leaders
who didn’t communicate clearly, workplace politics, and environments that felt misaligned with
her values. Still, Danielle described herself as someone who kept moving forward rather than
settling. Reflecting on how she responded to uncertainty or dissatisfaction at work, she
explained: “Anytime I don’t know what’s going on, I’m like, let me just go get another degree or
credential or something, because maybe that will help.” This pattern of responding to
professional restlessness with learning and forward motion became a defining feature of her
career. Before entering the doctoral program, Danielle had already learned to interpret challenge
not as a signal to stop, but as a cue to grow and reposition herself.

During this period of professional momentum, there was also loss. Her father passed
away just weeks after she started a new job. She was the one who handled everything out of her
family—from viewing the body to sorting out insurance. By the time she was in her early
thirties, she was married, raising her first child, and working in management at major hospital in
New York City. And that’s when what she refers to as ‘the itch’ started. Because life was

unusually calm—no drama at work, things steady at home—she finally had space to wonder
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what she wanted for herself, she recalled. Everything was fine, but she wanted more, she told

me.

I was just working, business as usual, still at the hospital, and my husband and I were just
doing the rat race—go to work, raise our baby, all that kind of stuff. And I just started to
feel an itch. Everything at work was fine in terms of, like, I knew how to do my job, but I
just felt like I needed more. I started to feel this longing. I knew how to hire staff, how to
groom them, how to grow them, how to start a program from the bottom to the floor. But
I felt like I wasn’t having the impact that I wanted—broader than just this department. I
wanted to have a bigger department, a bigger impact across an organization—beyond an
organization. So, I think in my mind, probably because everything was flowing so nicely
and there was no drama, I was like, maybe I’ll look to see about a doctorate program.
And it just so happened to be almost 10 years after I finished my master’s degree. So, I
started looking around on the internet to see what kind of programs existed.

In true Danielle fashion, she found an accelerated program that appealed to her; its intensity

mirrored her own way of working and moving through the world. She recalled:

I was really intrigued by the doctoral program because, for me—as you can tell—I like
anything fast and intensified. Just get in and get out. I loved that it was this cohort style,
where you get in, take the courses, and in a short amount of time you’re finished with all
your coursework, and then it’s on you. I was like, oh, I like this.

This moment captures the convergence of several threads already present in Danielle’s

story: a desire for broader impact, confidence in her leadership abilities, and a readiness to be

stretched. The doctorate was not a response to failure, but success and stability that gave her

space to ask what more might be possible—reaching for something more.

Portrait of Sara Before the Doctorate

Sara is a married, Jewish woman in her late forties and a working mother of three. She

grew up in a large metropolitan area in the southeastern United States, attending public schools

and spending most of her waking hours in dance studios. “Dance was a huge part of my life. I

thought that I was going to be a professional dancer, ballet and modern. I went to a performing

arts middle school and a performing arts high school ... I didn’t really care that much about the

college process. I always did really well in school, but it wasn’t something that I was like, very
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on top of.” It was a surprise when she got into a well-known women’s college in New York City,
where she ultimately enrolled. She remained in the Northeast for many years before her family
returned to her home city in the late 2010s.

Growing up one of three children, family and work models shaped how she saw herself.
Her father, a criminal defense attorney and “amateur historian,” cared deeply about justice and
got her excited about history. When she later double majored in dance and American history, she
credited him for that. Her mother was a stay-at-home parent until Sara was in junior high and
then became a realtor, giving Sara an early picture of working motherhood and its choices, as she
explained to me.

After university, Sara continued dance at a graduate program in the arts, but a ligament
and tendon injury ended the possibility of dancing professionally. Teaching had always been in
the back of her mind, and with her father’s influence, shifting into social studies education felt “a
natural” next step. So, she transferred into a cohort-based program for secondary Social Studies
Education, and that’s where she met Aaron, who would later become her husband.

After graduating, Sara described feeling anxious about finding her first teaching job. She
explained that the delay was not because she lacked options, but because she knew exactly where
she wanted to work. She had student taught at a particular school and hoped to return there, even
if it meant waiting for a position to open. A job became available on the last day before the
school year began, and she accepted it. Just one week into her first year of teaching, a major
national crisis occurred. At the time, Sara was living in lower Manhattan, and her apartment was
evacuated. Unable to return home, she had to quickly figure out where to stay. Aaron, who was
then a friend and also an educator, was the only person she knew who lived in upper Manhattan.

After leaving her school downtown, she walked to his apartment uptown and stayed there until
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she was able to return home. As Sara told it, that period marked the beginning of their
relationship. What started as a practical solution during a moment of crisis became the context in
which they grew close and eventually fell in love.

As their relationship developed, Sara described how their professional lives also began to
take shape alongside one another. Both she and Aaron were social studies teachers early in their
careers, but they held different orientations toward what they wanted professionally. As she
explained, Aaron felt a responsibility to move up within the educational system. In her words:
“So eventually we got married, and we were both social studies teachers, and he decided that, |
don’t know if he decided or he just felt like it was his responsibility to, kind of, like, move up.
So, his plan was that he was going to be a teacher, and then he was going to be an assistant
principal, and then he was going to be a principal, and then superintendent—Iike, that was the
track that he was going to follow.” Sara contrasted this clearly articulated trajectory with her
own. At that point in her life, she described feeling content in the classroom and imagined a
future as a career teacher rather than an administrator. As she put it, “I was just super happy. My
plan was just to be a career teacher.”

It was from this place that Sara entered her first teaching position. Sara began her career
in a “second chance school” for students who had been pushed out of large New York City high
schools. Her students were 16 to 22, overage and under-credited. “I was really invested in these
kids ... like they felt like my children.” She taught history and English, advised students, ran
yearbook, and built structures as she went in a school with limited supports. Over time, two
realizations emerged. First, “The amount of emotional energy that I was expending on my
students and on my job was unsustainable if I was planning on having this child.” Second, she

discovered how much she loved adult learning. By mentoring graduate student teachers, she saw
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that many were entering classrooms “totally unprepared,” and she found herself drawn to
supporting them. “I realized that I loved supporting adults.” This led her into new-teacher
induction work with a large urban public school system, coaching about seventeen first-year
teachers across the city. It was “really powerful,” she said—supporting them “in real time” so
they wouldn’t burn out. Later, in the Boston area, she moved into literacy and instructional
coaching, intentionally piecing together part-time roles that allowed her to keep growing while
staying present as a mother. “It was always that focus,” she said: supporting teachers and the
coaches who supported them.

When the family returned to New York City, her husband moved into the principalship,
and Sara joined a charter school organization. She began as an instructional coach, was quickly
promoted, and—while raising two young children—found herself leading a team of about fifteen
specialists and helping open new schools. She recalled realizing she had become a leader without
formal preparation: “I had expended all of this time and energy ... and I had somehow become a
leader with no support and no leadership training, like at all. I was flying by the seat of my
pants.” It was during this period that she encountered the work of a well-known scholar in adult
learning and leadership. After reading one of her books, she remembered thinking, “Oh my God,
she’s got the answers for everything.” The scholar facilitated a retreat for her team and later
encouraged her to apply to a doctoral program in the Northeastern United States. At first Sara
dismissed the idea—‘There’s no way I would get in’—but as she continued moving into larger
leadership roles, had her third child, and as the scholar kept checking in, she eventually applied.

She was admitted to the program when her youngest was eight months old and her older
children were six and eight. The charter school organization where she worked supported her,

allowing her to attend the three-week summer sessions while being paid, and she received
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enough scholarship aid to make it possible. She shared that she applied to the doctoral program
because she wanted to learn how to be a better leader and understand, in a more theoretical way,
the work she had been doing intuitively. Sara told me that she was also excited about the
program’s cross-industry design. “One of the special things about [this doctoral program] is that
it pulls from people across industries,” she said. Coming from education, which she described as
“like 20 years behind every other industry,” she wanted to learn from leaders in other fields. Just
as important, the program felt like something that was hers: “I also just love learning, and the
idea of being back at school and just being immersed in academia was just really exciting to me.
It felt a little bit like an escape ... I had this whole sort of, like hardcore, really busy working
mom life and going to school was like my thing for me.”

As Sara explains in the passage above, the doctorate emerged for her at a moment when
professional responsibility, intellectual curiosity, and personal need came together. She had
stepped into leadership without training, was hungry for theory that could help her understand
her practice and was drawn to a program that felt expansive rather than narrowly educational.
Just as importantly, returning to school offered something that belonged to her—a space for
thinking and learning amid an otherwise all-consuming season of work and family life.

Light Noticings

Although Danielle and Sara entered the doctoral program while raising young children
and managing demanding professional roles, the relational and contextual conditions
surrounding them differed in important ways. For example, Danielle began the program from a
place of relative professional steadiness and personal support. Her career had unfolded through a
series of affirming leadership opportunities, and her decision to pursue the doctorate emerged

during a period of calm that finally gave her space to ask what more might be possible.
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Sara, by contrast, entered the program amid ongoing intensity. She had stepped into
significant leadership responsibility without formal preparation, was navigating the demands of
parenting three young children, and was actively seeking frameworks that could help her make
sense of the work she was already doing. For Sara, the doctorate represented both intellectual
grounding and personal refuge—a space that belonged to her within an otherwise crowded
season of life.

Attending to these similarities and differences at the point of entry helps illuminate the
distinct conditions under which each woman began the doctoral journey. These starting contexts
shaped not only what the doctorate represented for Danielle and Sara, but also how they would
later experience its demands, supports, and challenges.

Paired Portraits: Sandra and Monica

In this section I present the individual portraits of Sandra and Monica before the
doctorate. I present Sandra and Monica together because both came to doctoral study after long
professional lives shaped by responsibility, complexity, and sustained work in high-pressure
environments. Each entered the doctorate as a mid-career professional with extensive leadership
experience, two children, and a clear sense of aligning their lives for the doctoral program. At the
same time, their paths into doctoral study unfolded in markedly different contexts. Sandra’s
professional life was shaped largely outside the United States, through years of expatriate living
and work across sectors and cultures. Monica’s trajectory unfolded within the U.S., rooted in a
highly educated family background and shaped by early responsibility, loss, and disruption.
Portrait of Sandra Before the Doctorate

Sandra is a Canadian woman in her fifties, married with two children, who is living

abroad as an expatriate. She has spent most of her adult life overseas, having lived in several
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countries across Asia and the Middle East, and is currently based in the Gulf region. She and her
husband made an early, intentional decision to build their lives abroad, drawn both by the
opportunity for adventure and by financial stability. Their children grew up in international
schools and now live in different parts of the world, carrying forward the global perspective that
shaped their upbringing.

Growing up in rural Canada, Sandra described her early life as fairly typical, but she also
recalled an early sense of “wanderlust.” While in university, she intentionally planned extended
backpacking trips every few semesters—well before gap years were common. She described
these experiences as part of a broader desire to understand life beyond her immediate
surroundings and to observe people and behavior in different settings. “I was always interested in
people and behaviors,” she said.

Even as a child, Sandra tended to observe social dynamics from the edges, trying to
understand what was happening beneath the surface. As she put it, “When there was ever any
drama in grade school, or with the girls, or as a teenager, I was always on the periphery of that
drama, just watching. And so, I realized that I probably like to understand people.” When she
started university, that interest gravitated her toward sociology.

After securing her first “real” professional role in aviation, Sandra worked across several
companies and began to experience what she later described as a growing sense of “wanderlust.”
Travel became both a professional opportunity and a personal draw. As a newly married couple,
she and her husband made a deliberate decision to move overseas—not only for financial
reasons, but out of a shared desire to explore new cultures and ways of living. As she explained,
working abroad made it possible for them to live comfortably on a single income, allowing her to

step back from paid work for a time and focus on caring for their young children.
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It was during their years living and working overseas, particularly in the Gulf region, that
Sandra began to reflect more seriously on her longer-term professional direction. Having spent
considerable time outside the U.S. and Canada, she found herself thinking differently about her
work, her identity, and what might come next. Looking back, she described this period as the
point at which the idea of pursuing a doctorate first began to take shape.

Her professional development eventually took her to a university in the Northeastern
United States, first through a short organizational design program and then into an intensive,
cohort-based master’s program, a year-long experience designed for professionals from diverse
organizations, sectors, and geographic locations that focuses on applying psychological and
business principles to address pressing organizational challenges. Sandra described this program
as a formative experience that helped her make sense of the work she was already doing. As she
explained, it was there that she “really understood the concept of systems thinking,” an idea that
resonated deeply given her professional context.

At the time, Sandra was working in the Gulf region in what she described as a “proof-of-
concept type role,” supporting a company building a large-scale, sustainability-focused
development project. Her work placed her inside a highly complex, fast-moving environment,
where she interacted with “energy specialists, CEOs from different companies, and startups,” as
well as international leaders. Although she did not yet have language for it, she began noticing
that some people thrived in this ambiguity while others struggled. “I knew that there were certain
people within that environment who were succeeding,” she said, even though “very smart people
did not thrive.”

This observation sparked a growing curiosity. She found herself wanting to understand

what made the difference. She wondered, “What was that recipe?”” questioning whether success
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was tied to background, profession, nationality, or early experiences. This question felt
increasingly personal, shaped by her own comfort in environments characterized by uncertainty
and rapid change: “All of my jobs were with large scale startup organizations ... wear lots of
hats, lots of messiness ... I’'m okay in those messy situations, in the unknown.”

The cohort in this master’s program also mattered. Because of the program’s emphasis on
organizational psychology and learning in community, Sandra described how “the cohort became
very strong in network,” and several relationships evolved into long-term “thought partners.”
When a faculty member in the program visited one of her modules to speak about a doctoral
program, and when peers in her cohort began applying, the idea of a doctorate crystallized. As
she put it, it became a “natural springboard,” not just because of the relationships, but also
because it aligned with a question she already felt compelled to pursue. She was drawn to the
opportunity to enter with her own question rather than “working with a professor who has
already ... plans in place.” Being able to define her own research focus mattered a lot to her.

By the time she applied, Sandra knew she wanted to study systems, ambiguity, and why
some people thrive in complex environments. She started the program with a clear sense of
purpose. Having invested significant time and resources, she was determined not to become
someone who, in her words, “let [their] life get in the way.” What is notable about Sandra’s entry
into doctoral study is that it was prompted by a question that had been forming over time—an
effort to name and understand patterns she was already experiencing in her work and life.
Portrait of Monica Before the Doctorate

Monica is a White woman in her fifties who lives in the southeastern United States and

works in commodities trading, after transitioning into the industry in the early 2010s. She is
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divorced, a mother of two adopted children—her son from Central America and her daughter
from Eastern Europe—and now a grandmother.

Monica grew up on the East Coast of the United States in a family where education was
both expected and visible around her. Her mother was a gifted musician and music teacher, and
her father was a former military officer who later became a history teacher. Both of her parents
earned their master’s degrees at a well-known university in the Northeastern United States, and
her grandparents on both sides had attended similar institutions and earned advanced degrees.
“[That university] factored very much into any thoughts I had about education. I saw their
diplomas and where they went,” she recalled. “There was a lot of education in my family, and an
expectation that you would kind of follow suit.”

Monica described growing up as “not easy or fun.” She was the middle child in a family
of four siblings—an older sister and two younger brothers, one of whom was adopted from East
Asia. While adoption became meaningful to her later in life, she recalled that the circumstances
of her childhood required her to mature quickly. Looking back, she reflected, “I was kind of born
a grown-up—between the house fire at age two and my brother’s diagnosis when [ was probably
four or five.” A house fire when she was two, followed soon after by her brother’s autism
diagnosis, fundamentally altered family life. When Monica was seven, the family left the only
home she really remembered and relocated to the school district where her father taught junior
high school in order to access services for her brother. As Monica explained, her brother was
diagnosed in the early 1970s, a time when “people didn’t know much about autism back then,”
and families were often left to choose between institutionalization or managing on their own. Her

parents, both teachers, chose the latter. Although the move brought access to resources for her
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brother, it also placed the family in an affluent community where, as Monica described, they did
not fully belong.

School quickly became a place where Monica’s visibility worked against her. She
described being “bullied brutally,” an experience shaped by class difference, physical
appearance, and academic visibility. As she explained, her family was middle class in an upper-
middle-class community where they did not economically belong. She also described how when
she was in fourth grade there was a school district strike and her dad crossed the picket line and
the impact that had: “That made my sister, who was in sixth grade, and me, who was in fourth
grade, targets from the teachers when they came back from the strike. So, we felt that in school.”

Monica also described standing out both physically and academically. As she explained,
she was tall, extremely thin, had thick red-hair, and was frequently considered one of the
smartest students in her class. Looking back, she summarized the experience plainly: “You’ve
got this whiny, tall, skinny kid who’s smart, articulate—yeah, nobody likes that. It was not fun.
Those were not good years.” What made this period especially hard—she shared—was that
home offered little space to process what was happening at school. As she described it, she grew
up in a traditional household where children were expected to be productive and self-contained.
“I didn’t come from a family that talked about any of this kind of stuff, right? I came from a very
kind of traditional, “You’re a child, so you should be seen and not heard, and go get to work.”
Like, there’s dishes to do, there’s a house to clean, be productive. Don’t sit here and whine and
complain about stuff. And my parents really kind of didn’t want to hear it—how badly I was
bullied as a kid.”

Achievement and productivity became her strategy for getting through those years. As

Monica explained, “The avenues for me to feel better about me were: do really well in school
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and work.” By thirteen, she was working long hours babysitting while attending school and
participating in theater and orchestra. “The answer was just constant busyness,” she recalled,
because “there was something you were supposed to do.” Looking back now, she reflected, “I’'m
now, [nearing my sixties], trying to reprogram that a little bit ... who am I if I don’t work? Can’t
wait to meet her, but I haven’t gotten there yet.” Alongside keeping herself “too busy to worry
about your problems,” Monica described travel and music as an important refuge. Touring
abroad with a youth orchestra, she explained, “ignited in me an absolute lifelong curiosity about
other humans, other cultures, other ways of doing things.” Those experiences, she said, taught
her how to “put my own luggage down and sit in other people’s circumstances,” a capacity she
later came to understand as central to who she is.

Monica’s path to the doctorate is notable because the idea had lived with her since
childhood. When she was nine, she learned that her father had nearly completed his dissertation
at a university in the Northeastern United States before a fire in her childhood home destroyed it.
She remembered thinking, “I’m going to get one for you. I’'m going to right this wrong.” That
idea remained in the background for years as she studied, married, became a mother, and built a
career in human resources. The decision to pursue the doctorate, however, took shape during a
period she described as “the absolute lowest point in my entire existence.”

In the late 2000s, Monica was navigating divorce, recovering from major surgery,
grieving the sudden death of her cousin, and losing her job—all within the same year—while
parenting two young children. It was, as she put it, “punch after punch after punch.” By then,
Monica had learned to endure hard things by working—by staying busy, capable, and self-
reliant. Faced with loss, financial pressure, and responsibility she could not step away from, she

did not stop or retreat. Instead, she assessed what she had, what was required, and what would
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allow her to move forward. “I had two little kids—young children—and I was a single mom with
a full-time job,” she recalled. When that job disappeared, she described asking herself where she
could “make the most money” with what she already had: “my glorious brain, my ability to
articulate, and the fact that I’d been in HR for a long time.” She moved into commodities trading,
a field she described as “very anti-human” and “male-dominated” but one that allowed her to
provide. “I can get the equivalent of two salaries as one person,” she explained. “I can provide
for my kids. I can provide for myself.”

Across her life, moments of difficulty had often been met with a turn toward school—
something she could actively work toward when other parts of life felt unstable. In 2009, that
familiar pattern reappeared, and the idea of the doctorate shifted from “someday” to now. As she
explained, “I think I really started thinking about getting the doctorate when I got divorced ...
You go through those ‘who am I’ questions when you hit transitions in life. Who am I right now?
How do I find my highest self?”” Reflecting on why people in transition often turn toward
schooling, Monica emphasized its permanence. “No one can take it away,” she said. “It becomes
part of who you are, part of your name, your identity ... Kids don’t always have happy endings.
Marriages don’t always have happy endings. But graduations do—you get to keep it.”

Monica entered a coaching program at a university in the northeastern United States, then
an executive master’s program in change leadership at the same institution and found mentors
and peers who encouraged her toward doctoral study. By the time she started the doctoral
program, she was certain of her purpose. She had a methodology she had used for years and
wanted to “ground it in the research.” And she was ready to reorganize her life around the work.
“I’m a mountain mover from way back,” she said. “School has always been the one thing I'm

consistently good at, and it was absolutely going to be the star of the show.” Monica completed
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the master’s program in the mid-2010s and began the doctoral program shortly after, a single
mom raising her children nearby, working long hours, but undeterred.
Light Noticings

Both women entered the doctorate as mid-career professionals already carrying many
responsibilities. While their professional contexts differed—Sandra working across international,
large-scale systems and Monica operating in fast-paced, transactional environments—both had
learned how to keep moving forward in complex conditions without clear scripts. At the same
time, their pathways into doctoral study were shaped by very different life circumstances.

Sandra’s decision unfolded gradually, emerging through self-reflection, professional
curiosity, and exposure to systems thinking in her master’s program and her work abroad.
Monica’s decision, by contrast, crystallized during a period of acute disruption. For her, the
doctorate took shape alongside divorce, loss, financial pressure, and single parenthood. Where
Sandra’s entry point was marked by curiosity and alignment, Monica’s was marked by urgency
and resolve.

Despite these differences, both women arrived at the doctoral program with a strong
sense of purpose. Each described being clear about why they were there and what they wanted to
study, and both were prepared to reorganize their lives around the work. In different ways, both
women turned to doctoral study as a way of seeking meaning—Sandra by understanding
complexity, Monica by claiming something permanent in the midst of loss. In both cases,
education was not merely instrumental; it was closely tied to identity, meaning, and agency.
Paired Portraits: Emily and Annabelle

Emily and Annabelle are paired here because of the shared life stage and orientation they

brought to the doctorate. Of all the participants, they entered the doctoral program later in their
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careers, after decades of professional experience, long-term marriages, and the work of raising
children who were already grown or nearly so. Both were well established in their roles, secure
in their professional identities, and less oriented toward advancement or external validation than
many of their peers. Unlike participants whose decisions to pursue the doctorate were shaped by
transition, disruption, or career inflection points, Emily and Annabelle described lives that were
already full and stable. For both, the doctorate represented something they wanted to do for
themselves—an opportunity to work deeply with ideas, learning, and inquiry at a point in life
when they had the confidence and freedom to choose it deliberately. At the same time, their
reasons for entering the program differed. Annabelle entered the doctoral program with the
explicit goal of becoming a full-time professor, while Emily was seeking growth that would
allow her to expand and deepen the work she was already doing. Their professional contexts and
aspirations differed, but both arrived at the doctorate from a place of experience, stability, and
authority.
Portrait of Emily Before the Doctorate

At the time of our first interview, Emily was in her sixties—and self-identified as a
Cuban American woman, raised in New York City and now living in the northeastern United
States, where she has served as a K—5 principal for fifteen years after beginning her career as a
high school Spanish teacher. She has been married for more than four decades and is the mother
of five adult children. Before the doctorate, her life was shaped by immigration, bilingualism,
and an early sense that school was where she most belonged.

Emily grew up as what she called “a very traditional Spanish child” in a largely Italian
and Irish neighborhood. “Even though I grew up in a very Italian, Irish, American neighborhood

in New York, we were the foreigners on the block because we spoke Spanish,” she recalled. Her
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parents insisted that Spanish be spoken at home, and they held fast to Cuban values of respect,
hard work, and doing the right thing, as Emily stated. “I always like to say that I am bilingual,
but I’m also very bicultural,” she said. “In the house, we were one thing, and then you walk out
the door and you were, like, somebody else.” Her parents had come to the United States before
the Cuban Revolution, intending to stay only a short time. When the revolution made returning
impossible, they built a life in the New York area instead. Her father worked at a chemical
factory after holding various service jobs, and her mother stayed home and raised the three
children. They never went back to Cuba.

Looking back now, Emily thinks often about their courage—leaving their families,
learning English, and figuring out how to raise American children while holding on to their
roots. “They were progressive,” she reflected. “They wanted more for us, as long as we stayed
true to our roots. And that’s a gift, and it can be a challenge.” Neither parent had gone to college,
but education was held up as the pathway their children would use to go further. School quickly
became the place where she felt most herself. In sixth grade she was selected for an advanced
program and skipped a grade. “It just became my identity, that [ was a good student, and that I
was smart in school,” she said. “That was my thing, and I was always very proud of that.” When
Emily graduated high school at sixteen, the whole family celebrated—not just the
accomplishment, but what it symbolized: that their sacrifices were opening doors for their
children.

Commuting for college rather than going away, she worked while she studied. At
nineteen, she took a job at an international financial institution in New York City, an experience
she describes as life-changing. She worked with young professionals from elite private and Ivy

League schools and often felt as if she’d stepped into another world. “I always think of that time
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of my life as almost like a golden opportunity to go to a finishing school,” she said. She
remembers realizing, with a laugh, that some of her coworkers were heirs to well-known family
fortunes—"I never knew Macy’s was a family. We shopped!” That period sharpened her
awareness of class and opportunity, even as she continued to live a very traditional life at home.

In her early twenties, she met her husband at a wedding; a year later, they were married.
“I was loving life,” she recalled. “I was in love, I was young, I loved my job.” When their first
daughter was born, she made the difficult decision to step away from the financial sector career
that had become part of her identity so that someone would be home with their children while
her husband worked long restaurant hours. “Honestly, I fell in love with my daughter the day I
met her, and I never looked back.” Four more children followed in quick succession—five in
eight years. “I consider it my greatest blessing,” she said. “I have five children that I have raised,
and they are five wonderful human beings.” As her children grew, she became deliberate about
offering them more freedom than she’d had—supporting their going away to college, studying
abroad, and exploring. She held on to the structure and accountability her parents had given her,
but with “a little more letting go.”

Her path back into formal education work began when her oldest left for college and she
felt, as she put it, “oh my gosh, my life will never be the same.” In her early forties, she
answered a local ad for substitute teaching and found herself working in an alternative education
program with students “in really dark places.” She fell in love with teaching, earned a master’s in
Spanish, became a high school Spanish teacher, and then moved into school leadership.
Eventually she became a K—5 principal, a role she has now held for fifteen years.

The idea of a doctorate emerged later, in her fifties, through a summer leadership institute

for principals at a university in the northeastern United States. She applied “never, ever, ever
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imagining” she would be admitted. Being at the university as a full-time student for two
summers—after years of commuting and working through college—Ileft a strong impression.
“When I left,” she remembered, “I left thinking I would really like to come back here and get a
doctorate.” That quiet wish lingered in the background as she continued leading schools, until the
opportunity to return through a doctoral program at the same institution finally appeared. For the
first time in her life, she was in a season where she could pursue something that was just for her.
Portrait of Annabelle Before the Doctorate

Annabelle is a white woman in her sixties, married with three sons, who balances
practicing law with teaching undergraduate classes. She lives in the northeastern United States
(in a suburb of a major metropolitan area). “I’m an open book,” she said early on, and she spoke
easily and at length—moving quickly between stories, reflections, and humor. She described
herself without apology as someone who talks a lot, asks questions, and stays engaged. “I’m big
mouth,” she said plainly. “I’m always raising my hand. That’s how I engage.”

Annabelle grew up in a suburban community in New York State, in a family where
education mattered deeply. Her mother had nearly completed a doctorate at a university in the
northeastern United States and later became a teacher; her father was a lawyer who went on to
become a judge. “Their identity was—they were intellectuals.” Degrees and credentials carried
significant weight in her household, shaping what success looked like and what it meant to be
taken seriously.

At the same time, Annabelle’s parents were not closely involved in day-to-day parenting.
They were busy with their own professional and academic lives, and Annabelle and her siblings

largely raised themselves. Annabelle did not take the SATs, and no one closely tracked her
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college plans, but she said she always knew college was expected. “I always knew I was going,”
she explained. It was never framed as a choice.

Family events also shaped how her parents approached her independence. After her older
sister became pregnant in her twenties, Annabelle’s parents insisted that Annabelle live at home
for her first two years of college. Annabelle understood the reasoning without it needing to be
spelled out.

Reflecting on her early adulthood, Annabelle described herself as someone who was
present, involved, and dependable—but never really the center. “I was always the number two,”
she said. “Never the homecoming queen—but the one helping pick out her dress.” That way of
seeing herself stayed with her, even as she took on leadership roles and demanding work.

Professionally, Annabelle’s life unfolded across several fields. She spent 17 years at a
large multinational corporation, a place she credits with shaping how she works with people. She
later earned an MBA, attended law school alongside her husband while raising three children,
and practiced law for many years. Becoming a lawyer, she said, felt right. “It was like putting on
a pair of slippers.” Teaching, though, was what she loved most. “When I was in the classroom,”
she said, “I felt like the lead dog.” She spoke about teaching with energy and pride, especially
about encouraging students who doubted whether they belonged or could take the next step.

The idea of earning a doctorate emerged later in her life. Annabelle was explicit that she
did not need the degree for her career. Instead, it carried personal meaning. “I always wanted [a
doctoral] degree,” she said, “because in my family, being smart was identity.” Her father had
died by the time she entered the program, but she spoke about him often. Walking across the
stage with her doctorate felt important because of what it would have meant to him. “Even

though my parents weren’t there,” she said, “it meant something to say, ‘Look at me now.””
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By the time Annabelle applied to the program, she was in her mid-fifties, practicing law
and teaching as an adjunct. She was settled in who she was professionally but hoped the
doctorate would allow her to move more fully into an academic role—possibly as a full-time
professor—while continuing to do the work she already loved. “I didn’t need it,” she said, “but I
wanted it.”

Light Noticings

When Emily’s and Annabelle’s portraits are read alongside one another, what stands out
first is the life stage from which each woman entered the doctorate. Both came to the doctoral
program later in their careers, after decades of professional work, long marriages, and the
experience of raising children who were already grown or nearly so. By the time they entered the
program, they described lives that felt settled—already full. Emily and Annabelle entered the
program from places of relative stability. The doctorate was not a response to crisis, nor a means
of reinvention. Annabelle was already teaching students interested in law while practicing
litigation, and Emily was deeply rooted in her work as an elementary school principal. Neither
needed their situations to change.

At the same time, their reasons for choosing the doctorate were not identical. Emily
described the program as a way to deepen and expand the work she was already doing—an
opportunity to think more reflectively about leadership and practice. Annabelle, by contrast,
spoke more explicitly about aspiration and recognition. While she did not need the degree to
continue her work, it carried personal meaning, tied to intellectual identity, family legacy, and
the possibility of stepping more fully into academic life. These differences shaped how each
imagined what the doctorate might offer, even as both arrived ready to engage seriously with the

work.

127



Another important noticing has to do with how education functioned in their lives long
before entering the program. For Emily, school had been a place of belonging and affirmation
from an early age—a space where her parents’ sacrifices became visible through her success. For
Annabelle, education was woven into family identity and expectation, even as emotional
attention was often elsewhere. In different ways, both women described learning as central to
who they understood themselves to be, not simply to what they did. What feels especially
striking across both portraits is the sense of authority Emily and Annabelle brought with them
into the program. Neither framed herself as needing to prove anything. Each spoke from
experience—clear about what she valued, aware of what she brought, and comfortable claiming
space as a learner. Their portraits suggest a version of doctoral entry grounded not in urgency,
but in intention: a choice made after long lives of doing, giving, and leading.

4.2 Chapter Summary

Across this chapter, participants’ individual stories foregrounded the life contexts,
responsibilities, and questions they were carrying as they entered the doctoral program. Drawing
on two in-depth interviews with each participant (approximately 90 minutes each), which
included a mapping activity and artifact elicitation to support reflection, I focused on the life
contexts, professional roles, relationships, and internal questions that shaped why pursuing the
doctorate felt significant or timely in their lives. Rather than telling a single story about why
adults pursue doctoral study, these portraits make visible the varied conditions under which
participants decided to begin. Taken together, the portraits show that participants did not enter
the doctorate from a single kind of readiness or disruption, but from markedly different life

stages, responsibilities, and orientations toward learning.
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Participants’ accounts were shared during interviews that I conducted between two and

six years after graduation, allowing them to reflect back on their entry into the program with

some distance. The portraits I have presented here attend specifically to participants’ lives before

the doctorate—how they found their way to the program, what they were juggling at the time,

what they hoped for, and what they understood themselves to be stepping into.

As the Table 2 below shows, participants did not arrive at the doctorate in the same way:

for some it was a long-imagined next step, for others an unexpected opening, and for others a

deliberate investment in a new phase of life.

Table 2: Summary of How Participants Came to the Doctorate

through a prior master’s
program

professionally—she had a
stable career—but she had
always been curious and
wanted to explore systems
thinking and connect theory
more deeply to her practice

Pseudonym | How the doctorate entered What was going on in their | What they were hoping
the picture lives at the time the doctorate would be

Danielle Had always returned to school | Married, raising her first Did not come in with
when work felt uncertain or child, and in a good, stable highly specific
unsatisfying; once she job, yet feeling an itch for expectations—wanted to
reached a point of stability, more and a longing to have a | learn, grow, and be able to
she began actively looking for | greater impact. have greater impact.
an intensive doctoral program.

Sara Had stepped into leadership Was seeking more support in | Hoped for theory, '
roles without formal her role and was hungry for groundl.ng for her practice,
preparation; encountered the theory that could help her and an immersive academic
work of a scholar in adult understand her practice; the experience
learning and leadership and, doctorate was also a chance to
through that, learned about do somethmg that was hers—
and applied to the program, asa working mother of young
even though she had not been chlldren—and be immersed in
actively searching for a learning
doctorate

Sandra Found out about the program | Nothing was wrong Expected intellectual

exploration and a way to
bridge theory and practice
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Monica Also came to the program After her divorce she wanted | Expected an intense and
through a prior master’s to invest in something that central experience that she
program; the doctorate had would be hers; came in with | would organize her life
long been on the horizon the attitude that she would around
because of her highly adjust her whole life to fit the
educated family, especially doctorate
her father

Emily The idea began after she Entered after a long and Thought it would not be
attended a leadership institute | successful career and with a that different from a
and thought, “someday I’d deep valuing of education master’s and saw it as a
like to come back for a shaped by her immigrant continuation of her
doctorate”; first in her family | parents commitment to learning
to pursue one

Annabelle Actively sought out a doctoral | Pursuing the degree was tied | Came in confident
program because she wanted | to a clear goal and a long- academically, proud of
to become a law professor standing desire to have an Ivy |having completed law

League degree school, but not knowing
what to expect from the
doctoral experience

To help surface contextual patterns, I presented participants’ experiences in three paired

portraits based on shared life-stage conditions at entry: Danielle and Sara as working mothers of

young children; Sandra and Monica as mid-career professionals navigating complexity and

responsibility; and Emily and Annabelle as later-career leaders entering the doctorate from

positions of stability and experience. I discussed “Light Noticings” after each pairing to highlight

similarities and contrasts in these starting conditions, offering readers a way to see how different

doctoral journeys began from distinct yet comparable contexts.

While Bridges’ (2017) theory of transition informed my attention to moments of

readiness, stability, and disruption, it functions here as a sensitizing framework rather than a full

analytic lens. My purpose in this chapter is to establish the contexts from which participants

entered the doctoral program, laying the groundwork for understanding how and why their

doctoral journeys unfolded as they did.

In the next chapter, I examine participants’ experiences of moving through the doctorate

and reflecting back on it at the time of the interview. I take up all three research questions, using

130



Bridges’ theory of transition more explicitly to analyze participants’ experiences of endings,
neutral zones, and new beginnings, as well as the role of life stage, relationships, and contextual

factors in shaping those experiences.
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Chapter 5: Making Meaning of the Doctorate—

Participants’ Reflections and Cross-Case Findings

In Chapter 4, I presented paired portraits of participants’ lives before entering the
doctoral program, attending to the lived experiences, identities, and contexts that shaped who
they were and what brought them to the doctorate. The focus of the previous chapter was to help
readers to get to know who the participants are.

This chapter is not about what happened during the doctorate, but about what participants
say mattered most about it in hindsight. Building on the paired portraits presented in Chapter 4, |
examine how six EdD graduates described what felt most meaningful or significant during their
doctoral journeys, how they made sense of changes in themselves over time, and how they now
understand the experience as a whole. Whereas in the previous chapter I focused on who
participants were before entering the doctorate, in this chapter I focus on how participants
remember and interpret their doctoral experiences looking back—what they took away from the
experience, how it impacted them, and why those aspects continue to matter.

I continue the paired portrait structure introduced in Chapter 4 because the pairings
illuminate how participants’ life contexts shaped what they experienced as most meaningful
during the doctorate. In presenting participants in pairs, I highlight both shared patterns and
important contrasts in how they made meaning across the doctoral journey.

Accordingly, I do not focus on the timing of milestones, the sequence of program
requirements, or a detailed chronology of the doctoral process. Additionally, while participants’
narratives reflected elements of identity development, these shifts were interpreted through the

lens of transitions and relational holding rather than as a primary analytic focus. While these are
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important aspects, the analytic focus of this study remains on what participants experienced as
most meaningful and how they made sense of those experiences over time.

Next, I take some time to explore how the participants’ stories reflect experiences of
transition as described by Bridges’ (2017) theory of transition.

Finally, I step back to examine threads across all six cases and offer a cross-case
synthesis highlighting key findings that cut across pairings, including common points of strain in
the doctoral journey, and the role of relational and contextual supports in shaping how
participants experienced transition.

5.1 A Recap of the Participants

As presented in the previous chapter, the six participants in this study were all two or
more years past graduation from a cohort-based adult learning and leadership doctoral program
in the northeastern United States at the time of their interviews. All six participants were women
and represented a range of professional contexts, life stages, and career trajectories. To protect
participants’ privacy, identifying details have been disguised or softened.

Participants are grouped into three intentional pairings based on shared contextual
features related to where they were in their life journeys when they entered the doctoral program
and the kinds of responsibilities, pressures, and questions they were navigating at that time.
These pairings are Danielle and Sara, Sandra and Monica, and Emily and Annabelle.

Danielle and Sara entered the program as working mothers of young children, balancing
doctoral study alongside family and work responsibilities. Sandra and Monica entered from
structured, mid- to later-career professional lives with school-age children and brought strong
self-discipline and prior academic experience. Emily and Annabelle entered later in their careers,

having already lived full personal and professional lives with adult children.
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The following table provides a brief overview of the participants, including the duration

of their doctoral studies. Interestingly, the two participants who took longer to complete the

doctorate were writing their dissertations during COVID-19, while those who completed the

program more quickly did so prior to the pandemic.

Table 1: Participant Overview

Pseudonym | Approximate | Career Stage | General Family/Life Duration of
Age Range at | at Entry Professional Context at Entry Doctoral
Entry Context Study
Danielle 30s-40s Early-Mid Professional/ Married; parent of | 4 years
career administrative role | young children
Sara 30s—40s Early-Mid Education / Married; parent of | 6 years
career hybrid role young children
Sandra 40s-50s Mid-later Professional/ Married; balancing | 4 years
career administrative role | work and family
Monica 40s—50s Mid-later Professional/ Single parent; 4 years
career administrative role | school-age children
Emily 50s—60s Later career Education / Married; adult 6 years
leadership role children
Annabelle 50s—60s Later career Legal / Married; adult 4 years
teaching role children

5.2 Portraits of Participants: Looking Back on the Doctorate

What follows next are the paired portraits of participants looking back on the doctorate,

presented in the following order: Danielle and Sara, then Sandra and Monica, then Emily and

Annabelle. Sub-headers within each participant’s portrait indicate the unique arc of each

participant. After each paired portrait, I discuss the transitions reflected in each participant’s

journey using Bridges’ (2017) theory of transition. I then discuss the ways context shaped the

experiences of each participant in the paired portraits.

For example, for the first pairing of portraits of Danielle and Sara, I first present a portrait

of Danielle looking back on the doctorate, followed by a portrait of Sara looking back on the

doctorate. These portraits are individually focused. Then, using Bridges’ (2017) theory of

transition, I analyze the transitions reflected in Danielle’s journey, and then Sara’s journey.
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These are also individually focused. I then consider the ways context shaped the experiences of
Danielle and Sara as a pair. I hope that as you read, you will feel the contrast between Sara and
Danielle—particularly in how their internal experiences differed and how they navigated
challenges—and for the other pairings as well.

Paired Portraits of Danielle and Sara

Portrait of Danielle Looking Back on the Doctorate

Danielle described her doctorate as the first educational experience she pursued entirely
for herself—not for work or for promotion, but because, she said, she “wanted to grow.” She
started the program while pregnant with her child, raising a toddler, and managing a full
workload.

Overcoming Challenges: Stepping Up. Early in the program, Danielle encountered
unexpected challenges. She shared how after coursework, she did not pass her comprehensive
exam on the first attempt and was required to revise her qualifying paper—both necessary
milestones for moving forward with the dissertation. She recalled: “So, I took my cert exam, and
in true [Danielle] fashion—it’s kind of like the PA story—I didn’t pass it, and I had to retake
that. I was like, damn ... I didn’t pass.”

Something that stands out about Danielle is that encountering these setbacks did not
destabilize her. She spoke about these moments in a level way—her response at the time was
simply, “Okay, now what?”—and she revised and worked through them:

I had to go back, study, figure it out. Then I took it again and I passed. And then the

qualifying paper, I also didn’t get an immediate pass on that. I had tons of markings. I

had to go back and work on it. So, I think that’s really important to share, that for me,

although I’ll get to some of my victories, I didn’t pass my cert on the first try, and my
qualifying paper, I had to go back to the ranch and get it together, because they were like,

this is nice, but this is not enough. So again, I just went back and did my best and it
worked.
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She had a steady confidence in herself, even in the face of high-stakes evaluations that
often unsettle doctoral students. This stance also showed up as Danielle talked about the broader
context of her life during the program. While navigating her early doctoral milestones, Danielle
relocated from New York to Maryland, accepted a new position, and was preparing to welcome
her second child. Her advisor—someone she later described as a “straight shooter”—did not
soften the realities of these overlapping demands. “Danielle, you did everything wrong. You got
pregnant, you’re relocating, and you’re having a baby,” she said. While Danielle acknowledged
that hearing this stung, she did not describe it as something that made her doubt her place or her
progress in the program. Instead, she talked about wanting to rise to the challenge. “I stepped
up,” she said. When her advisor pushed back on her work—*“This isn’t it ... but if you think you
can give me something better, fine. I’1l wait and see what you give me”—Danielle’s response
was immediate: “Oh, I’ll show you I can give you something better.” And she did.

An important moment for Danielle during the program was when she defended her
dissertation proposal. She volunteered to go first, even though, as she put it, “I don’t think I was
the first choice.” She shared her thinking at the time: “If I could plow through and defend my
proposal before I finished the coursework, then I could really fly and get to all the next stuff.”
She described the defense as feeling like a “battle,” answering questions “blow by blow,”
focused less on performing well and more on getting through it. As she recalled: “I just
remember it was like I was in battle. I was saying whatever I thought was the right thing to say,
and I was just hoping it was enough ... Then they were like, ‘Okay, great. You’ve successfully
defended your proposal.”” She explained that she held herself together in the room, receiving
congratulations from her cohort, before excusing herself. “I went to the bathroom, and I got

awed,” she said. “It was like—oh my God—the pressure. It happened.” Looking back, she
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described that moment as one where everything she had been carrying—revisions, travel, life
changes—suddenly released. “All of that stuff paid off,” she said.

Moving Toward Graduation. Another important moment was when Danielle was
interviewing people who had once worked for her for her research. Danielle’s dissertation
focused on how frontline healthcare workers use emotional intelligence to navigate workplace
stress, a topic rooted in her own leadership experience. While conducting the study, one of her
old mentees later told her, “You’re just ... different now.” She remembered thinking, “Because I
am.”

As she moved toward graduation, one message from her advisor stayed with her: “A
good dissertation is a done dissertation.” Danielle shared that this helped her let go of perfection.
She did not need to have everything figured out or prove herself at every turn. “For once,” she
said, “I wasn’t being asked to fix anything or solve anything—I just got to be there and learn.”

Now a Doctor—Looking Back. Looking back, Danielle also spoke about how present
she felt while she was in the program. In contrast to her undergraduate experience, which she
described as a blur of science courses and credits, and her master’s program, which she
characterized as “all hustle,” the doctorate felt different. “When I was there—for my [residency
periods] in the summer or on the weekends—I was just all in,” she said. The coursework stood
out as meaningful and generative, not just intellectually interesting, but relevant to how she
wanted to live and lead. “I was just sitting there like, wow,” she recalled. “Learning things that
truly mattered to me.”

Cohort as Holding Environment. Even as the only person from a healthcare

background in her doctoral cohort, she felt part of something bigger than her field. The cohort

structure created a space where she felt she didn’t have to perform, prove herself, or be “on.”
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Instead, she could take in what resonated and leave the rest. In many ways, she explained, this
environment planted the seeds for the work she is doing now in coaching, executive leadership
development, and facilitation. It gave her a glimpse of a future she did not yet have language for.

For Danielle, the cohort functioned as a holding environment that made it possible for her
to “stay present” during the program. According to scholarship on adult development and
learning (Drago-Severson, 2009), effective holding environments promote growth through three
functions. First, they meet a person where they are without an urgent need to make them change.
Second, when a person is ready, they offer challenge—or stretching—to support internal growth.
Third, they remain in place as a person demonstrates new internal capacities.

Being together with the cohort intensively over time allowed relationships to form that
did not require her to perform or prove herself. As she explained, it was a space for immersion
rather than efficiency—space to learn, reflect, and be fully engaged alongside others navigating
similarly complex lives. Because the cohort first functioned as a space without the need for
performance, she was prepared for the subsequent “stretching” of her doctoral journey, such as
when she didn’t pass the comprehensive exam the first time. After that, she was able to be the
first one to pass the proposal—a moment when she was stretching herself. These challenges did
not feel destabilizing; rather, they were a manageable part of her journey that was supported by
an environment that stayed constant as she embraced these new internal capacities. And so,
within the cohort context, Danielle was able to experience challenge without becoming
destabilized—a pattern that appeared consistently across her doctoral journey.

Recalling Meaningful Moments: Supports that Mattered for Danielle. When I asked
Danielle in the final interview to reflect on moments from the program that continued to feel

meaningful years later, she immediately shared about a letter she had written to herself during
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one of the summer sessions. The letter was mailed back to her by the program after graduation.
In it, she had written about her hopes—earning the doctorate, starting a business, writing a book,
and helping people through change. Reflecting on the letter years later, Danielle was struck by
how clearly she had named a future she was now living into. Rather than experiencing the
doctorate as something that produced immediate outcomes, she understood it as a process that
helped her articulate who she was becoming. It was as though the doctoral program helped her
articulate a future her lived life eventually caught up to. This alignment of her internal growth
with her external reality reflects Bridges’ (2017) theory of transition, particularly the movement
toward a “new beginning.” I explore how this connects to Bridges’ theory in more detail later in
the chapter.

Woven throughout her reflections on the program and her experience in it and the cohort,
was the presence of her husband. She described him as someone who has been “in it” with her
from the very beginning—brainstorming ideas, editing drafts, celebrating milestones, creating
alongside her. Her “chief of everything.” “We’re in it together,” she said, and it was clear that
the doctorate was never a solo journey.

Not Just a Moment—An Enduring Impact. Looking back, Danielle shared that the
most enduring impact of the doctorate was a shift in how she carried herself. She was careful to
distinguish this from the title itself. What mattered was not being called “Doctor,” but feeling
internally authorized to speak and act from her own judgment. She explained that the program
did not give her a voice so much as affirm the one she already had. She described feeling more
willing to speak in meetings, regardless of hierarchy or formal authority. “If I’m in a meeting and
I don’t have the title, I’'m still going to say what I’m thinking,” she said. “Because I’ve earned

that spot.” Importantly, Danielle emphasized that this was not about becoming louder or more
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dominant. She now enters professional spaces with a steadier sense of legitimacy—willing to
speak, not because she must prove herself, but because she knows she belongs at the table. “My
voice always mattered,” she reflected, “but maybe I didn’t feel confident in it. And now I do ... I
have the right to be at this table. I have the right to say what I want to say. It doesn’t mean it’s
going to happen or change things. But I deserve to be heard.”

Portrait of Sara Looking Back on the Doctorate

When Sara began her doctorate, she had three young children, a demanding leadership
role, and a husband stepping into his first principalship at a new charter school in a large
metropolitan area. Academically, she recalled feeling at home in the program, but balancing her
doctoral work with the demands of family life was difficult, she shared. The timing, she
explained, created significant strain. Both she and her husband were in intense jobs while raising
three kids in what she called “the most expensive city in the country,” and the pressure showed
up in their marriage.

Overcoming and Holding Challenges. Sara also shared that her husband had started and
stopped his own doctoral program, leaving unresolved feelings that shaped how her being in a
doctoral program was experienced at home. “It was really hard on our marriage,” she reflected.
“I think he was jealous that I had a thing that was separate from him ... he sees me as more
intellectual and more academically successful.” She felt she had structured her participation so it
would not burden him—*I made it very easy for him”—yet conflict was frequent. “Every
morning, we would get in a fight,” she recalled, “and I would show up to school crying—it was
horrible.”

By the time Sara completed coursework, she was feeling stuck. The emotional toll of the

coursework years—particularly the strain they placed on her marriage—made it difficult for her
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to imagine taking on the dissertation as well. Continuing no longer felt like something she could
hold alongside everything else. As she explained, “I don’t know that it was worth it, and I don’t
want to put any further strain on my family. So maybe I'll just leave that right there.” She
described having largely decided that she would not finish. “I had kind of decided ... it was very
unlikely that I was going to finish,” she said. “I didn’t know how to do the dissertation; it just felt
like this huge weight.”

At the same time, being in the doctoral program had already reshaped her professional
life. As soon as she finished coursework, she secured a new role as a senior leader for a charter
school network—an opportunity she felt certain she would not have gotten without being in the
program. “It didn’t matter that I hadn’t finished it yet,” she explained. “I was ABD [all but
dissertation], but the fact that I was in it made a big difference.”

Despite this professional validation, Sara told me that she did not identify as a researcher
and felt unprepared for the dissertation work. “I felt like I had been thrown into this situation
where [ was expected to know a ton of things that I didn’t know at all.” Required research
courses hadn’t helped: “What do you mean, I have to pick what kind of research I’'m doing?
What’s an ethnographic study? Like, I don’t even know what you’re talking about.” She
described a lack of structure that left her feeling “floundering” and “frozen.” “It was like being a
first-year teacher again. I have zero support ... no access to what it is that you’re asking me to
do.”

For a time, she put the dissertation aside, describing this period as “kind of putting it in a
drawer,” a moment she later identified as the lowest point of her doctoral journey. During her
second year in this stalled place, her husband, she conveyed, became increasingly unhappy in

their current city and wanted to go abroad. When an opportunity in another country emerged, she
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made peace with leaving, even though it meant giving up the leadership role she valued and saw
as a direct result of being in the program. Her husband accepted a principalship, and she took a

high school English position. Moving three children and a dog was hard. She talked about giving
up her career, the fights, and telling herself, “What’s most important is my family being happy.”

Life abroad was far from what she expected, however. The school felt unsafe, her
husband was consumed by crises, and she found herself working to exhaustion. “Within fifty
days,” he uncovered serious issues at the school, resigned, and encouraged her to do the same.
They moved to another U.S. city just before the Covid-19 pandemic.

During the pandemic, Sara found herself unemployed for about six months, and she and
her husband had what she described as a “come to Jesus” conversation. “You’re finishing this,”
he said. Returning to the dissertation, however, brought a renewed sense of overwhelm: “I had
chart paper all over my apartment ... all of these ideas and mind maps ... and I just couldn’t
figure out how to start.” Meetings with her then-advisor felt cyclical. “She was like, I don’t
understand what we’re talking about ... you have to write something.””” When Sara finally
submitted writing, the feedback—This is not a dissertation”—hit hard. As a perfectionist and
people pleaser, she described sinking deeper. “The more negative feedback and the more
rudderless I was feeling, the deeper into a depression I got.”

Her cohort eventually connected her to another faculty member who became her new
advisor. “She really understood all of the things that I was juggling and understood that the goal
is to finish.” This advisor brought structure in the form of templates, sequences, and explicit
steps. “You go one chapter at a time ... fill in the blanks. There are templates for everything.”

For Sara, this clarity mattered deeply: “I’m on a timeline. I don’t have time to not understand
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what it is that I’'m supposed to be doing.” With these guardrails in place, she could finally see a
path forward.

That stretch was still grueling. Sara was writing while job searching during COVID, and
the position she eventually accepted was a step down in title and salary. At the same time, it
allowed her to begin building consulting work, which she described as stabilizing both mentally
and financially. “Something just clicked mental-health wise,” she explained. With greater
stability, she moved through her proposal, collected her data while homeschooling her three
children, and completed the writing. She defended her dissertation that winter and graduated the
following spring. She was candid about the final document not being her best work: “I didn’t
need to get an A. I just needed to pass. I passed ... and I have my dissertation.” But her study has
become deeply useful in her practice as an educational leader, and she told me that she uses it all
the time. Though she jokes that she hopes no one else is reading, she’s proud she returned to
something she almost abandoned and finished “in spite of everything.”

Looking Back: A subtle but meaningful change ... Life-Changing and Therapeutic.
Looking back on this period, Sara described the doctorate as both the hardest and most
consequential learning experience of her adult life. She now describes herself as more
confident—able to hold her own without apologizing or second-guessing. She shared, “I feel like
I’m much more confident now than I was 10 years ago ... I feel like I can hold my own in most
conversations. I’m not constantly like questioning myself, or like apologizing ... I can, like, hold
my space.” Rather than describing a dramatic transformation, Sara frames this change as subtle
but meaningful. She is still herself, but she now speaks with less self-doubt and less need to

explain or apologize for taking up space.
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This doctoral program gave her grounding in adult learning and organizational
development—knowledge she draws on daily as a leader—and frameworks such as Immunity to
Change (Kegan & Lahey, 2001) and double-loop learning (Argyris, 1977) helped her shift from
working around problems to engaging them more directly.

The journey also shaped her family, she reflected. The stakes felt higher because of her
children—it wasn’t just about her and her husband, but about time pulled from their early years.
When reflecting on if things might have been different if she hadn’t had young children during
her doctorate, she shared, “the stakes wouldn’t be as high, right? If it’s just a couple, you’re not
taking time away from the foundational moments of little people’s brain development, you
know?” Yet the degree has become a gift to them: her daughter has grown into a strong feminist
who knows “girls can get things done,” and her sons have become lifelong learners who respect
women’s intellect. They even helped her finish—one worked on her citations—and they saw
firsthand what persistence looks like.

Navigating her husband’s feelings was also part of the process. She described
experiencing mixed signals: being pushed to keep going while also feeling held back. His
jealousy, competitiveness, and lingering frustration about not finishing his own doctoral program
sometimes made his support difficult to interpret, she shared. Still, he sat beside her during her
defense, holding her hand.

When I asked how she would describe the doctoral journey to someone just beginning,
Sara said that, like any learning opportunity, “you get out of it what you put into it.”” For her, it
was “life changing” and “deeply therapeutic”—because of the content and because of the cohort

community. “We were all going through this really hard thing together,” she said, and it felt like
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they were “on this insane ride together.” This emphasis on the cohort experience echoes
Danielle’s reflections on the importance of relational support within the program.

Applying adult learning theory to her own life, Sara emphasized, has been transformative
both personally and professionally. She often reflected on an example shared by a faculty
member that highlighted how growth is uncomfortable—how individuals continue shedding
versions of themselves that no longer fit. More than anything, the doctorate gave her the ability
to step back and “see [herself] as object” (i.e., to examine her own thinking and behavior in real
time)—to understand what was driving her choices as a leader—and, with it, the awareness and
self-regulation essential to her practice.

Danielle and Sara’s Transitions using Bridges’ Theory

In this section, I offer an analysis of Danielle’s and Sara’s journeys using Bridges’
Theory. As I mentioned, Bridges’ framework distinguishes between change, which is situational,
and transition, which is psychological. He suggests that transition unfolds in three overlapping
stages: an ending, a neutral zone, and a new beginning.

According to Bridges, endings are often psychological rather than situational, involving
the release of identities, assumptions, or ways of being that no longer fit. In this study,
participants’ endings were not typically about giving something up in the external sense, but
about loosening internal patterns—such as long-held self-doubt, a need for external validation, or
expectations about who they were supposed to be as leaders, scholars, or professionals. The
neutral zone follows an ending and represents the in-between phase—the time after an ending
but before a new beginning. It is often confusing, uncomfortable, and disorienting, because the

old reality and identity are gone, but the new ones have not yet taken full shape.
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Although no two experiences were the same, participants described common points of
strain during this phase, including moments of uncertainty during coursework and qualifying
milestones, challenges in advisor relationships, and the sustained difficulty of the dissertation
phase. During these periods, participants described leaning on different sources of support—such
as partners, family members, advisors, faith, and the cohort—to help them continue forward.

This reliance on external support looked very different for Danielle and Sara. Danielle
described her husband as a steady and continuous source of grounding throughout the program,
whereas Sara’s early experience was marked by relational turbulence. She initially felt as though
she was “driving with the brakes on,” caught in a pattern of “forward and back” shaped by mixed
signals. By the final phase, however, this dynamic shifted; her husband quite literally “held her
hand” through the defense, becoming what she called a “human holding environment.”

A similar contrast appeared in their relationships with advisors. Danielle experienced her
advisor’s feedback as a consistent structure that enabled her to keep moving forward. Sara, in
contrast, did not experience this sense of direction until she changed advisors, at which point the
combination of clear expectations, writing structures, and usable feedback allowed her to regain
momentum.

The new beginning, according to Bridges and Bridges (2017), occurs when individuals
begin to live into something new psychologically. It is less about an external milestone and more
about an internal shift, when energy that had been tied up in uncertainty begins to move again.
For some participants in this study, new beginnings often appeared quietly, as increased self-
trust, a clearer sense of voice, or a feeling of legitimacy. Rather than dramatic transformations,

these shifts reflected a deeper sense of alignment with who participants already were.
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For Danielle, this new beginning became visible when a post-graduation role allowed her
internal development to find external expression. For Sara, it occurred when her internal conflict
about the doctorate resolved, enabling her to fully inhabit a role she had already assumed. I
explore these transitions in detail in the next section. These transitions are explored in greater
detail in the next section.

Danielle’s Transition Through Bridges’ Lens. Danielle is someone who has always
been in motion—always working, juggling, figuring out the next step. But when she talked about
feeling that “itch,” that “longing” before the doctorate, perhaps supported by the stability of her
external circumstances (i.e., her husband and family), something within her was able to orient
toward growth in a different way. As she explained, she had spent her whole life climbing,
achieving, proving, moving on to the next thing—and she knew that she was good at it. But the
desire to “grow” her inner capacity, insight, and impact at the point when she applied for the
doctoral program was powerful. She felt it internally. This shift suggests that the kind of
development she was seeking could not be achieved through the same patterns of forward motion
she had relied on previously. That is where I see the “ending” (Bridges & Bridges, 2017) in her
story. Danielle made a quiet shift from moving toward the next thing to becoming a fuller
version of herself. This is consistent with Bridges and Bridges’ (2017) assertion that transitions
begin with a psychological ending rather than an external one.

Danielle’s “neutral zone” (Bridges & Bridges, 2017) was not so much about
disorientation as it was about sustained stretching. Multiple stressors overlapped for Danielle—
her pregnancy, a toddler, a relocation, a demanding advisor—and yet she did not describe feeling
lost, as Bridges and Bridges’ (2017) framework might suggest. Instead, Danielle felt held by her

faith (“God’s timing is good”), by her family, and by the cohort structure.
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Throughout the program, “trust the process” was a motto for the cohort. But for Danielle,
it was also spiritual. She explained how it aligned with her Christian faith—her belief trusting
God’s timing and being carried through uncertainty. She told me her faith was what held her
steady: “My faith carried me.” Especially when things did not unfold the way she expected—
when her advisor pushed her to do better, when she was pregnant, juggling a toddler, a move,
and a new job—she was still able to push through. “I can do hard things,” she said. “And God’s
timing is still good.” Her neutral zone didn’t feel like being lost, because she experienced herself
as held—by her faith, by her family, and by the sense that she was exactly where she was
supposed to be. This sense of being held appeared to mitigate the disorientation often associated
with the neutral zone, allowing her to remain in motion without panic and to persist without
spiraling into self-doubt.

Interestingly, even though completing the doctorate was a meaningful milestone for
Danielle, when I asked her when she sensed something had shifted within her, she pointed not to
graduation, but to two years after graduation, when she stepped into a new kind of professional
role. For more than fifteen years, Danielle had worked in healthcare operations—supervising
departments, managing staff, and “doing all the things” required to keep systems running.
Leadership came naturally to her; it was the world she knew. But the shift she experienced two
years after graduation was entirely different. She became a learning and development
consultant—her first role that was not managerial. As she recounted during our final interview:

It was the first independent contributor role that I had ever had ... I was used to

implementing, managing, doing all the things ... This was almost like, okay, it’s not

about that. It’s about developing others ... What do leaders need to really expand and be
their best selves?

It was like stepping into an identity that had been forming quietly since starting the

doctorate. Danielle also shared that in the days leading up to her interviews for that job, she had
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journaled extensively, and her entries reveal the depth of her discernment and anticipation. She
wrote: “This week continues to remind me of the power of God. He makes no mistakes and
moves with such purpose and intensity ... I feel optimistic, excited and intrigued about this
potential opportunity ... I am claiming this career and the role, if it’s the Lord’s will.” As this
passage illuminates, for Danielle, her faith—steady, grounding, and deeply personal—shaped
how she understood this opportunity. It was not just about a position; it was something she
believed she was being prepared for. She was “craving something different,” something aligned
not with climbing but with calling:

I think the transition into this learning and development space was the first time I was

going to take a role not because I was moving up ... but because I was really at a place to

just say, ‘What is it you want to do? How can my talents that I have inside of me really
lend itself to this role?’

In Bridges’ terms, this moment reflects her “new beginning”—the lived expression of the
internal work that unfolded during the doctorate. The program helped her loosen an identity built
around proving herself, maintaining pace, and moving from one step to the next. She described
this moment as “special,” a quiet but profound turning point in her adult life—one connected to
her faith, her growth, and her sense of purpose.

Sara’s Transition Through Bridges’ Lens. Sara’s life story is threaded with a long-
standing habit of making things work for everyone else. From early on, she learned how to move
around people and conflict, to find the smoother path. She even described herself this way—that
she was “always working around problems.” When she shifted from dance to education, when
she built a leadership career while raising children, when she followed her husband’s
professional opportunities—she was adjusting, fitting herself into whatever was needed. In her
words:

I have always been really adept at working around things. Because I’'m not
confrontational, because I’m an introvert, because I don’t want to make ripples ... |
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would be like in a video game—if [ saw the wall to the maze, I would be like, ‘oh, okay,
go this way’, instead of figuring out how to get through the wall. And I think since the
program ... I know how to get through more walls now.

The doctorate was one of the first things she did purely for herself, and that’s what made
it so hard. She spoke openly about feeling selfish for wanting it—guilty, even disloyal—
especially as her husband, who had once hoped to pursue his own doctorate, began to feel
restless and frustrated. As she put it: “He has always had a little bit of a weird competitive thing
with me about academics ... I think there was definitely a jealousy component. He started a
doctoral program ... and dropped out, and I think he had a lot of feelings about that when I made
the move to do it.” There was tension at home, competing dreams, and the unspoken question of
whose ambitions would take up space. She talked about big fights, crying before class, and
leaning on older women in the cohort for support. Her move abroad is one example of this
pattern of accommodation.

For a long stretch, Sara occupied what Bridges describes as the “neutral zone”—a period
marked by uncertainty, loss of direction, and stalled movement. She assumed she would not
finish and effectively set the doctorate aside. During COVID, when her husband said, “You’re
finishing this,” it created space and permission to focus on her dissertation. Still, progress was
not immediate. Switching advisors provided the structure she needed, and securing a job that
supported her mental health allowed her to move forward. She finished—"*imperfectly,” as she
put it—but she finished. This period—stuck, stretched, but inching forward—captures the
essence of the neutral zone in her journey.

Her “new beginning,” however, did not arrive with graduation—not did it for many
participants in this study. She stayed in the same role, and while the doctorate increased her

confidence and credibility, the deeper shift happened late—when her husband laid out the
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financial impact of her degree and how her earning power had stabilized their family. As she

explained:
Getting my doctorate allowed me to financially contribute to my family in ways that
there’s no way I could have, had I not gotten it ... He laid out all of the money— how
much we had before, how much we were making after, the moves we made—and the
impact that my earning ability made on our family. From a purely financial perspective, it
was an incredible asset to our quality of life. And for me, that was extremely validating.
It was really hard for me to commit to something that felt so selfish ... I think I would

have been totally wrecked with guilt. And now I can say: it was really hard, but it was
worth it.

What stands out in Sara’s story is that her new beginning took the form of release—
specifically, letting go of guilt. For much of the program, she felt torn, worried that pursuing the
doctorate meant disappointing the people she loved. Over time, however, she came to understand
the journey differently: not as something that took away from her family, but as something that
gave back. This was an important shift for her. Only after revisiting the strain the doctorate had
placed on her marriage was she able to integrate the experience more fully, allowing her to claim
the work as difficult, costly, and ultimately worthwhile.

Ways Context Shaped the Experiences of Danielle and Sara: Holding, Young Mothers, And
Permission

Danielle and Sara both did the doctorate as working mothers, but the kind of holding they
had around them—and, more importantly, how held they felt—were very different. Danielle
described her husband as “the master of steadiness.” He always told her, “I’ve got it covered,”
and she experienced their partnership as deeply collaborative. This stability allowed her to lean
into uncertainty and trust the process. As a result, she was able to fully engage in her doctoral
work without experiencing pressure or guilt, even when she encountered challenges. Danielle

was able to stretch and take risks because her husband was right there with her, both practically
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and psychologically. Over time, she came to recognize that her voice had always been there—
she just needed the space and support to more fully trust and express it.

Sara’s experience was nearly the inverse. Her husband—also an educator—had once
hoped to pursue his own doctorate, and this overlap created ongoing tension. She spoke about
crying before class, about the guilt of wanting something for herself, and about receiving mixed
messages from her husband about whether to continue. Much of her life had been spent
maintaining harmony and adapting to others’ needs, but in this case, doing so came at a
significant personal cost. Pursuing the doctorate while raising young children felt selfish to her,
as though it came at the expense of her family. Only later was she able to reinterpret the
experience and recognize that completing the doctorate had, in fact, strengthened her family.
That realization—seeing her work not as a betrayal but as a contribution—marked her release
and became her new beginning.

Together, these paired cases highlight how holding—or the absence of it—shapes the
experience of transition. Both women were capable, committed, and deeply invested in their
doctoral work. What differed was the degree of emotional, relational, and psychological support
available to them, and how that support was experienced. These differences shaped not only how
each woman navigated the doctoral journey, but also how they interpreted its meaning afterward.
Paired Portraits of Sandra and Monica
Portrait of Sandra Looking Back on the Doctorate

Sandra described her overall experience in the program as steady and largely positive.
She did not face major personal crises during that period, though she did change jobs while
keeping the doctorate mostly private at work until she felt secure in her progress. She

characterized the coursework as structured and predictable. “There was no drama,” she said. “It
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was another hoop, another hoop, another hoop. So that worked really well.” After completing
coursework, she received approval to move quickly into the research phase.

Despite the steady progression, Sandra described a persistent fear of not finishing as her
most dominant emotional experience during the program. Travel demands and family
responsibilities weighed heavily on her. “If there was any overwhelming feeling,” she said, “it
was fear of not finishing.” She was acutely aware that life events can derail many doctoral
students, and she was determined not to let that happen. “I really, really wanted to finish my
coursework and defend and move through to graduation,” she explained, “because I didn’t want
life to interfere.”

Sandra trusted the overall design of the program, often returning to the phrase “trust the
process,” which she said, “just kind of came out as part of the journey.” She, like Danielle, also
named her cohort as playing a central role in sustaining that trust. She described the group as
cohesive and supportive, noting that they were able to work through disagreements
productively—something she attributed in part to the presence of several participants with prior
experience in a related master’s program. Travel remained a constant constraint, however, and
she often arrived jet lagged. As she put it, “Maybe they didn’t see me at my most clever, because
I was always jet lagged ... I just was absorbing it all in because I was probably tired and I
wanted to make the best use of it.”

The writing process felt complex but ultimately manageable. Sandra was integrating
multiple theoretical lenses and occasionally felt uncertain due to limited feedback from her
advisor. “I didn’t get much feedback,” she recalled, which led her to wonder, “Am I learning the
right things?” To compensate, she sought conversations with other advisors. Over time, the

dissertation structure became clearer. “This is what I’'m going to do ... this is what I said I did,”
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she explained. “It’s very formulaic after that.” Mantras like “trust the process” and “the best
dissertation is a done dissertation” helped her maintain momentum.

When her interviews and data collection unfolded differently than she expected, Sandra
began to question whether her interviews had “worked.” “I thought maybe I did it wrong,” she
recalled. “I felt like we didn’t get any data out.” Her advisor encouraged her to continue and
helped her reconsider what she was seeing, a reframing that later became central to the study.

Sandra identified several key sources of support during the program. Her cohort
accounted for what she described as “75%” of her support system. She also drew on the mentor
program and on an alumna whose dissertation later became a book and who served as a practical
thought partner.

When Sandra defended, the experience confirmed her sense that the work had come
together. The defense was brief and required no major revisions. “It went really well,” she
recalled. “They said congratulations, and that was it.” While the defense marked the formal end
of the program, Sandra described knowing even then that the work was not finished. “I knew my
dissertation needed to be a book,” she said. She envisioned it as a “practical blueprint”—one that
could translate her qualitative research into something organizational designers could actually
use. In that sense, completing the doctorate was an important milestone, but not the endpoint of
the work as she understood it at the time.

Looking back, Sandra saw the doctorate as something that expanded and repositioned her
professionally, rather than transforming her identity. She explained that having the degree
expanded her legitimacy in organizational and HR settings, noting that “there’s a very limited
amount of HR professionals at the highest levels who hold doctorates and have conducted

research.” That credential shaped how she now engages with leaders. Rather than feeling the
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need to demonstrate expertise, she described becoming more selective and measured in how she
contributes. “I realized that I don’t have to be an expert,” she said. “I can just ask wise questions
to get clarity.” She traced this shift not only to the doctorate itself, but to the longer arc of her
prior graduate study and doctoral experience together.

The doctorate also influenced how her work continues beyond the university. What she
once held quietly as an intention became realized over time: she translated her dissertation into a
book written for organizational designers, simplifying and adapting her research so it could be
used in practice. That work is now taken up within her organization. “I do use the theories and
frameworks from the program, particularly in adult learning, all the time in my role,” she said.

Sandra did not describe this growth as a single turning point. Instead, she framed it as
cumulative. “It just got deeper and deeper ... sometimes you just don’t know what you don’t
know.” In hindsight, many aspects of the doctoral journey that once felt high stakes now feel
smaller, though she continues to describe the experience as “very rich.” When she imagined what
her professional life might look like without the doctorate, she reflected that she would likely
still be “seeking to see people, to let them know I was clever,” but not advancing as far or with
the same level of confidence.

Participating in this study gave Sandra space to notice those changes more clearly. She
described the interviews as an opportunity to reflect on “what was important back then ... is it
still important to me, or did it fade away?”” She volunteered to participate because of her cohort’s
strong network and her desire to support future students, noting that she wanted to help others

avoid delays in their doctoral progress.
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Portrait of Monica Looking Back on the Doctorate

Monica experienced the program as two very different worlds: the energizing, structured
classroom space and what she later described as the “forty years in the desert” of the dissertation.
Like Sandra, she entered her doctoral program with some familiarity with the cohort model from
completing a coaching program and a master’s program from the same university, which made
the early coursework both exciting and grounding. “It was incredibly enjoyable,” she recalled,
“because you have all of these other folks in the same cohort with you ... and I was very familiar
with how the university did cohort-based learning.”

Daily life during the coursework years was intense. She was commuting from a
neighboring state for classes, working full-time in Manhattan, and raising two school-aged
children alone. The schedule often stretched from early morning to late night. As she put it, “I
would use the train time to read or write ... then work all day ... then get home and you’ve got
kids, conference calls ... lather, rinse, repeat.” She was incredibly busy, and the pace was
punishing, but the learning felt alive. Monica described herself as a “data aggregator’—someone
who could take in theory, synthesize it, and offer it back with clarity. Courses on constructive-
developmental theory and meaning making reshaped how she saw people and herself: “I
remember going, [ am never going to be the same again.”

Group work, however, Monica shared, stirred long-standing vulnerabilities. Childhood
bullying had left her wary of being in groups, as she admitted: “I have always struggled being in
groups.” Fortunately, coming in with two friends from a previous master’s program helped her
enter the cohort feeling less alone. Even so, an early small-group exercise cut deeply. After she
shared her family history, a classmate responded, “‘I can’t go back that far ... my grandparents

came here because of slavery. Your privilege is showing that you can talk about that.”” The
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comment landed hard. “I’m so careful with what I say and how I say it, so I don’t offend
anyone ... Maybe I don’t belong here. Maybe I’ll just leave.” Over time, she reframed the
moment as painful but clarifying—an important lesson about her unintended impact and the
“wake” she can leave behind.

The shift from coursework to dissertation was a big disruption. She emphasized that for
her, the doctorate had two distinct parts: “the part where you’re learning ... and the part where
you’ve got to write the freaking paper and you have no clue what you’re doing.” She felt the
program offered abundant theory but limited instruction on becoming a researcher. As she
explained:

They give you so much content that is subject-matter related, and they give you very little

content about how to be a researcher ... you don’t know how to conduct research. You

don’t know how to do interviews. You don’t know how to code. You don’t know how to

write a hypothesis ... I constantly felt like I was missing something big—Ilike there was a
big ingredient here, and I didn’t know what it was. I felt inadequate through most of it.

Something Monica emphasized about this phase was not confusion about the ideas themselves,
but confusion about expectations. She understood the theory and was deeply engaged in the
learning, yet felt unsure about what she was supposed to do as a researcher. That lack of
clarity—about process, standards, and how to move forward—became one of the most
challenging aspects of the dissertation phase for her. In addition to this confusion about the
process, Monica explained that working with her doctoral advisor amplified the uncertainty.
Though she had a lot of respect for him and his work, his feedback was often minimal—
“write it again, write it differently”—leaving her to rewrite chapters repeatedly without
understanding what needed to change. To bridge the gap, she took extra research methods
courses with other faculty, read “a lot of books on how to write a dissertation,” watched videos,
and tried to reverse-engineer what a strong dissertation looked like. And she did not do it alone.

After the coursework ended, she and two other peers formed a tight monthly triad that became
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essential. They acted as peer coders and accountability partners, learned one another’s topics in
depth, and created tools together—from project plans to a one-page “placemat” for the defense.
That small group, along with support from the broader cohort, helped her keep moving when
self-doubt and fatigue were strongest.

Graduating marked what she often calls the beginning of the “second half” of her life.
The degree was an accomplishment she wanted for herself, but it also fulfilled the quiet promise
she made as a child after learning that her father had lost his nearly finished dissertation in a
house fire. Seeing him at her graduation, she said, felt like closing a loop across generations:
“My dad came to graduation, and he was 87 ... this was just the longest baton race in history ...
51 years after the house fire, I finished the race. That’s why my dissertation is in the name [her
family of origin last name].” Afterward, she felt the strange emptiness that follows long-term
effort. “I didn’t know what to do with myself. I’'m walking around going, I don’t have anything
to write ... You essentially birthed a piece of literature, and now you’re like, okay, now what?”
Some of that space, she said, she is still learning to fill.

One of the clearest shifts she noticed was a quiet confidence that stayed with her. She
explained that finishing the doctorate freed her from the old pattern of over-proving—a form of
shedding—especially in a male-dominated field: “Once I finished that dissertation ... I knew—
no matter what—I’m enough. Not ‘I’ve done enough,’ not ‘I’ve been enough,’ just [ am
enough.” Listening back to the recording of her defense was part of that realization. As she
listened to her defense on the train, she thought: “I know what I’'m talking about ... It has been
integrated into who I am. I’ve earned my seat at that table.”

She also recognized how deeply the learning had shaped her life. Theories about adult

development and mindset did not remain academic; they altered how she coached, parented, and
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related to others. “All of these theories have now been brought together inside of me ... It’s
changed the way I coach; it’s changed the way I listen ... All you really have to do is be present
and breathe, and you’re perfect—perfect as a human can be anyway.”

Looking ahead, Monica described this stage of her life not as striving but as choosing. As
she approaches retirement, she sees the doctorate less as a capstone and more as an opening:
“For me, the doctorate is representative of a becoming thing versus a crowning
accomplishment ... Now with the pressure off, that you’re enough in any room, what are you
going to do with that?”” Monica told me that she is discerning how she wants to use her voice—
perhaps through teaching, speaking, or helping others reflect on their own journeys.

Monica imagines herself in the early part of a new beginning: internally changed, moving
toward external shifts that will come as she transitions out of corporate work. Participating in this
study reminded her how much meaning the doctorate still holds. She shared that she often thinks
of chapters of her life as “ships in bottles”—carefully built, sealed, and stored away. Her doctoral
experience had become one of those bottles, and this process invited her to open it again. “I
thought I had packed that thing away ... and I’m pleasantly surprised by what happened. I might
need to leave the cork off this one. I might need to do something with it as I figure out what’s in
the next chapter for me.”

Discussion of Sandra and Monica’s Transitions using Bridges’ Theory

In this section, I analyze Sandra and Monica’s experiences through Bridges’ (2017)
theory of transition, tracing how letting go, the neutral zone, and new beginnings unfolded across
their doctoral journeys.

Sandra’s Transition Through Bridges’ Lens. Sandra’s doctoral journey was quieter

and more steady than dramatic, with growth that unfolded in small, deliberate turns. She entered
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the doctorate already seasoned in complexity—Ilong-term expat life, large-scale startup
environments, and an established habit of standing at the edges of situations to observe, interpret,
and then act. For her, the doctorate extended a familiar pattern of curiosity, reflection, and
disciplined persistence rather than overturning it.

Using Bridges’ framework, I understand Sandra’s “ending” as subtle. She arrived with
strong structure and self-discipline, naming a pronounced “fear of not finishing” and a desire not
to become a dropout statistic, especially given the financial and relational investment involved.
Over time, she loosened her reliance on control. She began to trust the process more—to
recognize that growth cannot always be seen or measured in the moment. “Sometimes you don’t
know what you don’t know,” she said. “The process just keeps getting deeper.” The phrase “trust
the process” became both her own internal refrain and a shared resource in the group, allowing
her to tolerate uncertainty without needing to manage every variable.

I understand Sandra’s neutral zone as a period of experimenting and recalibrating. Rather
than being marked by upheaval or turbulence, it is characterized by sustained, often quiet
engagement. She was usually jet-lagged, which led her to listen more than speak and to “absorb”
as much as she could during each short residency. She kept the doctorate largely under the radar
at work, continued to meet her professional responsibilities, and accepted the trade-offs involved
in devoting a substantial portion of her time and energy to dissertation work. When her data
collection did not initially unfold as expected and her advisor’s feedback was sparse, she
experienced moments of insecurity but did not become stuck; instead, she sought out additional
perspectives from other advisors, relied on her cohort, and was able to reframe what the

interviews were showing her when she encountered unexpected findings. Her neutral zone, then,
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was a period of experimenting, recalibrating, and allowing a different understanding of
ambiguity and leadership to take shape.
Throughout the program, she was aware that there were limits—she couldn’t do it all. She
said she went into it knowing she’d have to let go of some things for a while, but it felt like a
conscious choice, rather than a loss:
It’s really quite interesting, because we did joke, so you know, mothers, when they become
mothers, they sleep less, right? They just get used to sleeping less, and it just becomes part
of your life. I think people who embarked on this as well probably naturally sleep less,
because if you tried to fit it all in and try to sleep and have a perfect life, then it doesn’t

work. You have to make sacrifices. So, you sacrificed your friends, or you sacrificed your
workout schedule or certain holidays to fit it all in...

What stood out in Sandra’s account was the degree to which she anticipated these sacrifices and
accepted them in advance. She framed these external changes as part of a purposeful
reorganization of her time and energy, and this anticipatory stance appeared to shape her
movement through the neutral zone. Another factor that supported her was her view of the
doctorate as one step within a longer trajectory that would culminate in writing a book based on
her research:
So that’s where I think everyone who embarked on this is goal driven. If you weren’t goal
driven, they might not have applied for it even—so it’s not, you know, what came first? It
was, ‘that’s my next goal. Is the doctorate.” And they just made it work, so you can wake
up at four in the morning because you need to read something or write something to be
submitted or get the pages written, but it doesn’t seem like a hardship when you’re

incredibly motivated to get up early. And that’s what [ saw from others as well—that they
were very resilient.

Locating the doctorate within this larger goal enabled Sandra to tolerate the ambiguity of the
neutral zone (Bridges & Bridges, 2017). The work did not feel like hardship because it was
already integrated into her evolving identity and long-term purpose.

Sandra’s new beginning is most visible in how she locates herself professionally and

relationally after the doctorate. The degree gave her a form of legitimacy in HR spaces where
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doctorates are rare, which in turn opened doors and expanded what she felt able to do in her role.
Just as importantly, it shifted how she participates in conversations about strategy and leadership.
She describes being able to “speak softly,” to offer her perspective without over-justifying, and
to ask discerning questions without feeling she must be the expert in the room. The doctorate
consolidated her longstanding comfort with complexity and added a layer of confidence and
authority that allows her to move through that complexity with greater ease.

In this sense, I see Sandra’s story as expanding the picture of doctoral transition in this
study. Her story illustrates that meaningful change does not always hinge on crisis or visible
disruption. For her, the journey was about deepening an already-present stance toward
ambiguity, loosening the grip of fear and control, and stepping into a quieter, more legitimized
way of leading and contributing.

Monica’s Transition Through Bridges’ Lens. Monica entered the doctorate with a clear
sense of purpose. She often said she knew exactly why she was there and what it meant to her—
not only as something she wanted for herself, but as something she felt she was carrying on
behalf of her father.

In terms of Bridges and Bridges (2017) framework, her “ending” was internal and
intimate: a conscious decision to claim something for herself—something permanent, something
no one could take away. But though she entered the program knowing exactly what she wanted
to study and determined to succeed, she did not yet know what it would ask of her.

The dissertation stage was her neutral zone. The structured coursework was energizing,
but the shift into research pulled her into new territory: ambiguity, self-doubt, and a need to
develop capacities she had never had to rely on academically. She described this period as “forty

years in the desert,” a stretch when she felt unsure, disoriented, and often inadequate. “I
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constantly felt like I was missing something big—Ilike there was a big ingredient here, and I
didn’t know what it was,” she said. Working with an advisor who pushed her through repeated
rewrites was both growth-producing and destabilizing. Suddenly, being smart wasn’t enough;
she had to become someone different; someone able to tolerate uncertainty and trust her own
evolving voice. Her cohort, and later the small triad she formed during the dissertation years,
helped her stay anchored. So did her discipline, which she had relied on since childhood. In
particular, the triad she formed with two peers became a critical source of accountability and
support during this phase.

Her new beginning is both present and still emerging. Listening to the recording of her
defense was a defining moment: “I know what I’m talking about,” she recalled realizing. That
realization crystallized the sense of enoughness she now carries into professional and personal
spaces: “Once I crossed that stage and got hooded, I knew—no matter what—I"m enough.”
Monica’s new beginning is not tied to an external shift—not yet. She is still working in what she
often refers to as a demanding, male-dominated field, and still planning for the retirement that
will usher in what she calls her “second half of life.” While she feels internally changed, freed
from the need to hustle for belonging or legitimacy, she also imagines additional changes ahead
as she steps out of corporate work and into a chapter defined less by striving and more by choice.
“I’m not chasing anything,” she said. “I get to choose now.”

In many ways, I understand her doctoral transition as still unfolding. The internal shift
has occurred—toward confidence, presence, and an integrated sense of self—but the external
landscape has not yet fully changed. She is no longer who she was before the doctorate, but she

is not yet fully situated in what comes next. For Monica, the new beginning is underway,
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suggesting that some transitions unfold not through immediate external change, but through a
gradual deepening of identity that prepares a person for what they are moving toward.
Ways Context Shaped the Experiences of Sandra and Monica: Legitimacy and Enoughness

Sandra and Monica both came in from a master’s program at the university where they
were getting their doctorate, both structured and self-driven, both fitting the doctorate into
already full, high-functioning lives. Sandra’s path was steady and composed. Even though she
was flying in from the Middle East, juggling work and family, she didn’t have any major crises.
But she did wonder at times, like when she was writing the dissertation, “am I doing this right, is
this what I’m supposed to be doing or am I just moving along because I’'m self-motivated?” Her
growth was subtle, less about transformation and more about being stretched and accepting that
and finding at the end, a “quiet confidence.” She realized afterward that she didn’t need to be
loud to be credible, she could speak softly and ask questions and be just as credible.

Monica’s challenge was in the advising relationship and the dissertation writing: constant
rewrites, unclear feedback, the feeling of not quite getting it right. It shook her confidence, but
she never doubted that she would finish. “I might be 90,” she joked, “but I’ll finish.” For her, the
doctorate was both personal and symbolic; finishing what her father couldn’t, and proving,
finally, that she was enough.

By the end, both arrived at a similar place—a kind of grounded assurance. For Sandra, it
was legitimacy in her field; for Monica, it was self-acceptance and a feeling of enoughness.
Paired Portraits of Emily and Annabelle
Portrait of Emily Looking Back on the Doctorate

Emily began her doctoral program as a seasoned K—5 principal in a district she had been

deeply committed to, feeling solidly “good at school” and ready for more learning. The early

164



phase of the program fit that familiar pattern. “For the first two years, it felt like getting another
master’s,” she said. “You’re reading, you’re writing, you’re getting A’s. Everybody loves you.
You’re learning new things.” She loved being a student again and described the classes as “a
wonderful experience” with “very accomplished, very smart and really good people just trying to
do good in the world.”

At the same time, life around the doctorate was shifting. A change of leadership in her
district turned what had been a deeply rooted, positive role into a source of strain. “I had been in
that district for 12 years. I had a good reputation. I had a great school. Everything was great,” she
recalled. “And then there was a change of leadership ... and I ended up on the wrong side. After
12 years in a district that I loved and loved me, I felt like I couldn’t stay.”

Eventually, Emily left that district, took her certification exam, and started a new
principalship—while still moving through the doctoral program. The real disruption, though,
came when she was done with coursework and in the dissertation stage. This is when Emily
realized she had entered the doctorate with “zero idea” of what that part of the journey would
entail. “I thought this was just like getting a harder master’s,” she said. “You do the coursework,
and then you write a paper that reflects what you learned, like all the other learning you do.
Never did I think it would be this.”

She began with an interest in toxic school cultures, drawn from her own experience, but
soon realized she did not want to “live in that world.” In conversation with her advisor, she
shifted toward mindset and feedback receptivity—an area that genuinely interested her and
aligned with his long-standing work on diversity and culture. Even so, the proposal phase was, in
her words, “the beginning of the struggle.” Emily described those years as “like walking into a

foreign country not speaking the language.” She worked constantly—but still felt lost. “I really
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didn’t know what I was doing. I felt like I was the funnel at the top, and I couldn’t get to that
laser focus ... for about two years I was really working—reading, researching, writing,
reflecting—and I just wasn’t making sense of it. I didn’t even know what I didn’t know.” What
stands out in Emily’s account is not a lack of effort or ability, but a rupture in her usual way of
learning. For most of her life, school and professional success had followed a familiar pattern:
understand the expectations, work hard, and perform well. The dissertation disrupted that pattern.
Emily was working constantly, yet without clear markers for whether she was moving in the
“right” direction. The challenge was not the intellectual content itself, but the absence of a
roadmap and lack of guidance. She was being asked to learn in a way she had not encountered
before—without clear benchmarks, explicit instructions, or immediate feedback—and that
disorientation became one of the most difficult aspects of the doctoral journey for her.

This was a kind of learning she had never experienced: “learning to live in ambiguity.”
“Before, I always thought, I have to figure out what it is I have to do and I’ll do it,” she reflected.
“This was living in a place where you don’t know what you have to do and you still have to do
it.” The cohort mantra— “trust the process”—showed up everywhere, even on bookmarks. “It
was very annoying at times to hear all the time,” she laughed, “but those were wise words,
because at some point you just had to trust that this craziness was the process.”

Navigating her relationship with her advisor became its own developmental task.
Normally, Emily described herself as direct— “If I’'m struggling with something, I’ll say it"—
but here, she felt she could not. “Having to manage that relationship became a big part of the
process,” she said, “especially being older, being a mom, being a principal, and usually being

able to say, ‘Look, what’s going on here,” and not being able to do that.”
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The demands of the dissertation years were layered onto significant life events. As her
mother’s Alzheimer’s progressed, Emily became her weekend caregiver. That season, she said,
was strangely grace-filled: “I have very fond memories ... I would stay with her during the
weekend, and I would work on my paper. It was a blessing in disguise, because I don’t know
how I would have carved out that time.” When the COVID pandemic hit, closing schools and
pushing everything online, it added both strain and unexpected space. “I’m not the type to sit in a
room and type,” she said, “but I was forced to, because you couldn’t do anything else.”

Through it all, she drew on supports that mattered deeply: a husband who “never
questioned” the time she needed, children who were already grown, and a cohort that became a
lifeline. She remembers calling peers to say, “What the heck? Can you read this? Does this make
any sense?” Her dissertation buddy, another member of the cohort, was especially important—
someone with a different lens and more familiarity with academic spaces who could push in
ways Emily would not. “For her it was, ‘I’m paying $100,000, he’s going to see me,”” Emily
said with a smile. “That comes from not being an immigrant and not coming from the same
place. It was helpful.”

Looking back on the doctorate, Emily said, “I don’t know that I felt different, but I did
feel more aware.” The journey brought “a different kind of learning”—not just about theory and
practice, but about herself. One of the clearest shifts was her relationship to ambiguity. A
lifetime of school and professional success had reinforced a pattern: figure out what needs to be
done and do it well. The doctorate disrupted that. “This kind of learning to live in ambiguity was
a real struggle,” she reflected. She continued, “Knowing I was in these uncharted waters—that
was something different. Before, I always thought, I’1l figure out what it is I have to do, and I’ll

do it. Here, you don’t know what you have to do and you still have to do it.” But even during the
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lowest points, she had the conviction she would finish. “There were plenty of times I thought,
What is this? Why am I doing this to myself? But I never thought I wouldn’t finish. I thought I
might be 90 by the time I did—but I knew I would finish.”

The doctoral experience also helped reframe a core part of her identity: being the middle
child, the “peacemaker,” the collaborative leader who doesn’t lead by force. Growing up, with an
older brother who carried cultural weight as the eldest son and a younger sister who was more
rebellious, Emily often occupied the space in between. “That’s kind of always been my role,” she
said. “I’m the peacemaker. And it’s my personality—I’m very comfortable there.” As a leader,
she carried some doubt about this style. “In the back of my mind ... I always felt like I should
have had more fight in me,” she admitted. “People would say, ‘You’re too easy,’ or, “Why don’t
you just make a call?” But through the dissertation, especially her study of mindset and feedback
receptivity, she began to see that differently. “I realized that sometimes what I thought was a
weakness was really my strength,” she said. “Being able to sit in a place and not react—that’s
what made me a strong leader.” Learning to receive feedback, sit with it, and not act on it
immediately became something she recognized as powerful rather than passive. That recognition
was reinforced by mentors she deeply respected, including a faculty member she deeply admired.
“She was kind and so purposeful and so understanding,” Emily reflected. “Not that I’'m like her,
but those are the things that I value. And she was such a good leader.”

The doctoral journey also expanded Emily’s sense of what her work could be.
Discovering coaching—and seeing how executive leaders receive coaching at every step while
teachers and principals often receive none—Ileft a lasting imprint. “I remember sitting in the back
of that room thinking, ‘Oh my God, I should have been a coach,”” she said. She became

convinced that schools would change if teachers were better held. “Coaches aren’t therapists, but
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there is something there,” she explained. “It’s the holding environment—a space where people
can share their frustrations, fears, and weaknesses. I think you’d see such a change in the
profession if teachers were better held.”

Emily shared that she tries to live that out in her own school. “I try to coach them, not on
their practice—they’re all good teachers—but to coach them as people,” she said. “That, to me,
is the foundation of everything, just creating a space where people feel held.” She tells her staff
that no one will remember a child’s reading level in second grade: “What matters is how you
take care of them. But you have to take care of the ones who are doing the caring, t0o.”

Earning the degree also shifted how she sees her own capacity. “Having gone through
this, I think I could probably figure anything out, honestly,” she said. She likes knowing she has
a terminal degree and that “there isn’t anything left to do” in a formal sense, even as she knows,
with a smile, “of course there is.” The doctorate opened her imagination to new roles: perhaps
returning to a doctoral program in the northeastern United States, or teaching in a small private
college, or working with university students. “It’s just a bigger world,” she said. Externally,
Emily carries the degree quietly. At school, staff call her Emily or Mrs. [her last name]; students
do the same. Her email signature is simple. “I never say, ‘I’'m Dr. [her last name],”” she
admitted. “There’s a little bit of that imposter syndrome that’s still real.”

Portrait of Annabelle Looking Back on the Doctorate

Annabelle began her doctoral program in her mid-fifties, entering as one of the older
members of the cohort and as someone already deeply established in her professional identity.
She did not arrive tentatively. She described herself as engaged, outspoken, and highly verbal.

“I’m big mouth,” she said. “I’m always raising my hand with a question.” For Annabelle, asking
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questions was not about performing intelligence so much as staying present. “That’s how I
engage,” she explained.

Early in the program, that way of engaging became visible—and sometimes
uncomfortable—within the cohort. In one of her first group projects, a classmate told her bluntly
that she came across as arrogant. The comment caught her off guard. “That was the first time
anyone ever said that to me,” she recalled. The feedback was painful, in part because of how it
was delivered. “He didn’t say it constructively,” she said. “He said it nastily.” Still, the moment
stayed with her. “It was great advice,” she reflected later. “I didn’t like how it was said, but it
was true.” That experience prompted a shift in how Annabelle thought about her presence in the
room. She began paying closer attention to when she spoke and how often. Looking back, she
was frank about the change. “I should have shut up a little,” she said. “Now I know—I don’t
need to ask every question.” That lesson extended beyond the classroom into her professional
life. “In meetings now,” she added, “I don’t raise my hand every time. In the old days, it was
like, ‘Let me show you I’m smart—I want to ask a question.” But one of the things the program
taught me is not to open my big mouth at every meeting I’m in ... sometimes you just have to
shut the F up.”

Academically, Annabelle did not experience the doctorate as the most demanding work
she had done. She was clear that law school and the bar exam had been more demanding. Still,
parts of the doctoral work were frustrating and difficult, such as transitioning from legal writing
to academic writing. “I liked writing like a lawyer,” she said. “I didn’t want to make the
transition to APA.” She struggled with the conventions of scholarly writing and had little interest

in pursuing traditional research. Over time, learning about the “three pillars” of academic
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work—scholarship, teaching, and service—helped her clarify where she fit. She knew herself
well: “Scholarship wasn’t my thing,” she said. “Teaching and service—that’s who [ am.”

The dissertation phase brought the most sustained challenge. Annabelle described her
home as overtaken by the work. Her dining room table was covered with books, drafts, and
papers. “It was everywhere,” she recalled. Writing was not linear or tidy. She printed drafts,
revised constantly, and worked in bursts. “There were papers on the floor,” she said. “Some were
no good. Some were maybe good. I didn’t always know which.” Throughout this phase,
Annabelle consistently identified her husband as the single most important source of support.
She described him as deeply practical, steady, and grounding—someone who helped organize
the chaos of dissertation writing while keeping her emotionally afloat. As drafts, books, and
papers overtook their dining room, he helped manage the physical disorder and reminded her to
keep moving forward. His encouragement was constant, often delivered through humor, but
rooted in a deep belief in her ability to finish. “He’s a Felix Unger,” Annabelle said, laughing.
“He kept me sane.”

Support from faculty was also critical. Annabelle identified her advisor as a steady and
essential presence. She described her as “relentless in the best way,” someone who provided both
accountability and care. Annabelle spent many weekends working at her advisor’s home, often
sharing meals before returning to the work. “She kept me moving,” Annabelle said simply. Near
the end of the program, an unexpected personal event delayed her dissertation defense, requiring
her to return the following year to complete it. She chose not to dwell on that moment but
acknowledged that it added another layer of persistence to finishing.

During the program, Annabelle also began to change how she taught. She moved away

from lecture-heavy instruction—what she called “death by PowerPoint”—and began redesigning

171



her courses to include group work, discussion, mock trials, and reflection. “I never did reflection
papers before,” she said. “Now they’re central.” She became increasingly attentive to students’
“aha moments,” moments when understanding shifted. “That’s when learning moves from short-
term to long-term,” she explained.

Looking back, Annabelle described the doctorate less in terms of outcomes and more in
terms of alignment—what it clarified, what it did not deliver, and what ultimately mattered most
to her. She was clear that the doctorate did not lead to everything she once imagined it might.
She had hoped it would open the door to a full-time professorship and provide a more stable
academic role, and that didn’t happen. But over time, she came to accept that gap without
bitterness, framing it as part of the reality of academic life. She reflected that balancing the work
of practicing law with teaching may ultimately suit her better, particularly after years of working
relentlessly earlier in her career.

At the same time, Annabelle was clear about what the doctorate did give her, which was
her cohort. While some moments during the program were challenging, she named the cohort as
one of the most meaningful aspects of the experience. “It gave me 14 people around the world
that I love,” she said. The relationships extended beyond coursework and persisted well after
graduation. Annabelle often described herself as a connector, and she took on that role within the
group—starting and sustaining a long-running WhatsApp chat and keeping people in touch. For
her, those relationships were not incidental to the program. “What we built together,” she said,
“was just as meaningful as the degree.”

The doctorate also helped Annabelle clarify how she wanted to situate herself within
higher education. Learning about the three pillars of academic life—teaching, scholarship, and

service—gave her language for what she already felt. “Teaching and service—that’s who I am.”
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Annabelle spoke often about how the program changed her as a teacher. “I became a much better
teacher because of the program,” she said. She described moving away from lecture-heavy
instruction toward reflection, discussion, and activities designed to surface students’ “aha
moments.” Those practices stayed with her after the program and reshaped how she taught
undergraduates. When she later received a university-level award for excellence in adjunct
teaching, Annabelle traced it directly back to the doctorate. “I went back and said, ‘Thank you,’”
she recalled. “You’re the reason I won this.”

Perhaps most unexpectedly to Annabelle, she described the doctorate as transformative in
how it reshaped her understanding of race, privilege, and power. She spoke openly about how
little she knew about concepts like white privilege before the program. Learning alongside cohort
members with different lived experiences changed how she understood both education and the
law. That awareness stayed with her, shaping how she now frames discussions of justice and
inequality in her teaching.

Discussion of Emily and Annabelle’s Transitions using Bridges’ Theory

In this section, I analyze Emily and Annabelle’s experiences through Bridges’ (2017)
theory of transition, highlighting the ways letting go, the neutral zone, and new beginnings
unfolded across their doctoral journeys.

Emily’s Transition Through Bridges’ Lens. Emily arrived at her doctoral program
having already lived a full, layered life shaped by family, faith, and the immigrant experience.
She came as a married woman in her mid-fifties, a principal who had raised five children, led
schools, and built a career grounded in service. Her story is deeply tied to faithfulness—to her
parents’ sacrifice, to her family, and to the children and teachers she serves. The doctorate

became something rare in her life: a season where she allowed herself to do something, as she
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put it, “that was really all about me.” She didn’t come in searching for an identity. She came in
wanting to keep growing, to be better, and to strengthen the work she already loved.

What changed for Emily was not her sense of purpose, but her sense of position. Before
the program, she lived in a world where she knew what she was doing. As a school leader, she
was competent, decisive, and trusted her judgment. She could walk into a classroom, diagnose a
problem, and act. During the dissertation proposal phase, that certainty fell away. She said
plainly, “I didn’t know what I was supposed to do.” For nearly two years, she read, wrote, and
worked hard, yet still felt like she wasn’t “making sense of it.”

Trying to align with her advisor but not fully experiencing a clear or supportive working
relationship, left her in a long, disorienting stretch. This was her neutral zone. What made this
period especially difficult was that it contradicted everything Emily knew about learning and
success. She was used to being competent, decisive, and in charge—the person who understood
what was happening and knew how to move forward. In the dissertation phase, those familiar
ways of operating no longer worked, yet new ones had not fully formed. She continued to read,
write, and work hard without knowing exactly what she was doing or how it would eventually
come together. Unlike earlier phases of her education, progress could not be achieved through
clarity, efficiency, or control. Instead, she was asked to remain engaged in uncertainty. While
deeply uncomfortable, this period marked an important developmental shift, as Emily learned
how to stay present and committed even when outcomes were unclear.

Looking back, Emily does not describe the doctorate as making her a new person.
Instead, it helped her re-see qualities she already possessed. What she once questioned—her
comfort with not reacting immediately, her collaborative stance, her tendency to hold space

rather than assert control—came to be understood as strengths rather than deficits. In Bridges’
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(2017) terms, this reflects a new beginning: not a change in role or title, but a reorientation in
how she understands herself as a leader. Her new beginning is quieter, but deeply meaningful.
Through the journey—her research, the feedback processes, and the relationships she navigated
within the program—she came to see that the way she leads is not a liability. The warmth, the
collaboration, the instinct to hold others rather than dictate to them—qualities shaped partly by
being the middle child in a Cuban family—are strengths. During the program, she often found
herself surrounded by people from what she called “powerful backgrounds,” and at moments she
wondered if her collaborative style made her “less.” But the development work she engaged in
helped her see her leadership more clearly. “I realized that sometimes what I thought was a
weakness was really my strength,” she said.

Completing the doctorate also expanded Emily’s sense of what was possible. She
described feeling as though she could “figure anything out, honestly.” It opened up a world she
had never imagined entering; teaching at a university, working with adult learners, or
contributing to leadership preparation beyond K—12 schools. The shift for Emily is not driven by
ambition so much as by curiosity and confidence. “It’s just a bigger world,” she said, and now
she sees herself as someone who could be part of it.

Annabelle’s Transition Through Bridges’ Lens. Before entering the doctoral program,
Annabelle was clear that she was not beginning something new so much as building onto a long
and already full life. She came to the doctorate with multiple degrees, a successful legal career,
and a well-established identity as a teacher. Education had always mattered deeply in her family,
and intellectual accomplishment was closely tied to how success was defined. For Annabelle the
doctorate represented something she had long valued, something she believed would have

mattered to her father, and something she wanted for herself. She researched programs carefully
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and selected one that fit her life circumstances; when she entered the program, there was little
sense of uncertainty. She was ready to engage.

Annabelle’s “letting go” was about loosening her grip on expertise—on always having to
be right or have the answer. Her professional success had been built on clarity, confidence, and
precision. As a lawyer, she was fluent in legal writing: assertive, exact, persuasive. In the
doctoral program, that fluency no longer translated clearly. Academic writing—and APA style in
particular—required her to relearn rules she thought she already understood. Papers came back
heavily marked, and progress felt slower than she expected. She joked that it “felt like learning to
walk again.” The challenge was not simply technical. It required her to tolerate not knowing, to
accept correction, and to remain open and teachable to feedback in ways that felt unfamiliar.

The neutral zone wasn’t disorienting so much as humbling. It extended beyond writing
into her interactions with others. Early feedback from a cohort member about how she came
across in group work prompted Annabelle to reflect on how often she spoke, how she took up
space, and how her confidence was interpreted by others. Over time, she became more deliberate
about when she spoke and how she listened. These shifts did not fundamentally change who she
was, but they did impact how she showed up in shared spaces.

The program also challenged how Annabelle understood her field and her role within it.
Coursework related to equity, power, and systemic inequality challenged assumptions she had
not previously examined. She began to see the field of law as not just as a system meant to
protect rights, but also as one that has historically been used to exclude and marginalize. That
awareness changed how she taught. She brought in both the liberating and oppressive histories of
the field, invited her students to call her by her first name, and replaced long lectures with

reflection and dialogue. She said she “became a better teacher” because of the program.
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Her new beginning is about expanded awareness—of herself and others. The doctorate
has helped her lead with curiosity, humor, and humility. She doesn’t need to perform expertise
anymore. She told me she walks into rooms differently now. The doctorate didn’t change who
she was; it gave her permission to be fully that person, without apology.

Ways Context Shaped the Experiences of Emily and Annabelle: Later-Career Growth and
Expansion

Emily and Annabelle both came to the doctoral program later in life—already
established, already accomplished. Annabelle was a lawyer, and Emily was a principal f with
many years of experience. For them, the transition wasn’t about starting over; it was about
expanding who they already were. Their new beginnings took different forms.

Annabelle didn’t get the professional outcome she imagined—she didn’t move into a full-
time professor role following completion of the doctorate—but the doctorate did give her
lifelong friends and opened her worldview. It also made her a better teacher, more self-aware,
and more attuned to issues of equity and inclusion. She also described feeling more freedom to
be herself, approaching her work and life with greater humor and humility.

For Emily, the shift was inward—about self-recognition. She realized that her relational,
peace-making way of leading wasn’t “too easy” or “too soft,” it was her strength. She came to
understand that the ability to remain present in difficult situations without reacting immediately
was a form of leadership strength. The doctorate helped her name that, and it also expanded her
world. “I could probably figure anything out,” she said afterward, imagining possibilities such as
teaching in a small college setting. Their stories together show that even late in a career, change

can mean deepening into who one has been all along.
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Having presented individual portraits, I now step back to examine patterns and contrasts
across participants’ experiences.

5.3 A Cross-Case Analysis

This section presents the cross-case analysis and constitutes the primary analytic core of
the chapter. After the individual portraits, I look across all six participants’ experiences to
identify shared patterns and important differences in how transition was lived and made
meaningful. Using Bridges’ (2017) framework as an interpretive lens, I examine how processes
of letting go, the neutral zone, and new beginnings unfolded across cases. I also analyze these
transitions from a developmental perspective, attending to the role of the cohort as a source of
support, the complexity of holding environments, and the ways the reflective interview itself
functioned as a holding space. Together, these cross-case threads illuminate the psychological
nature of the doctoral transition and the conditions that enabled participants to move forward.

Looking across these six participants’ experiences through Bridges’ lens, I began to see
that each person described their own form of “letting go,” and in each case it was more
psychological than situational. What participants seemed to be releasing was not a role or an
external circumstance, but an identity or pattern that no longer fit. While everyone’s endings
looked different, there was a shared sense of internal loosening—and, in some cases, a sense of
shedding—across participants.

In this sense, participants’ endings were not about leaving something behind in the world,
but about letting go of a way of being. Bridges and Bridges (2017) describe transition as
beginning with a psychological ending, and that framing feels especially apt here. As the
researcher, I expected to hear participants talk about loss—missing time, freedom, or a prior

stage of life. Instead, I was struck by the relative absence of that language. Few participants
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explicitly described the doctorate as something that took something away from them. Even when
the journey was difficult, participants did not frame it as a sacrifice, but as something that
changed how they understood themselves.

Across cases, all six participants described the dissertation phase as particularly difficult,
though not primarily because of the intellectual demands of the work. Regardless of prior
academic experience, four of the six participants questioned whether they were “doing it right,”
and three spoke explicitly about uncertainty regarding research processes, standards, and next
steps. This lack of clarity, rather than the work itself, emerged as a shared source of strain during
the doctoral journey. To make these patterns more visible, I now turn to several threads that cut
across participants’ stories.

Threads Across Cases

In this section, I identify the most salient threads that cut across all six participants’
experiences, focusing on the relational and developmental conditions that shaped how they
moved through transition.

Feeling Held in the Doctoral Journey

When I look across these stories, one of the things that stands out most is how differently
participants felt held—and how much that (or the lack thereof) influenced what their transitions
felt like. This became one of the clearest patterns across cases.

The contrast between Danielle and Sara makes this especially visible. Danielle described
a world of steadiness around her—her husband, her faith, and her sense of purpose—so even
when the work was uncertain, she remained grounded. Sara’s context, by contrast, was marked
by tension and competing needs: her husband’s unrealized doctoral hopes, multiple moves, and

the persistent guilt she felt about pursuing something for herself as a mother of young children.
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Both women were capable and committed, but one could lean into uncertainty while the other
was constantly negotiating it. The difference was not motivation or ability, but the steadiness of
the environment surrounding them.

The experiences of the other participants reflected similar variations in how holding
environments shaped the doctoral journey. Sandra described generally feeling supported in the
ways she needed. Although traveling internationally for the program was physically demanding,
she experienced stability in her professional and family life and maintained close relationships
with peers from her master’s program who continued into the doctorate. Though her advisor’s
relatively hands-off approach occasionally left her wondering whether she was on the right track,
it did not disrupt her progress. Monica’s experience, by contrast, highlights how the advisor
relationship can become a central holding factor. Although she had a small group of supportive
classmates and was determined to manage work and parenting as a single mother, she struggled
to feel supported by her advisor. She described repeated attempts to meet expectations without
clear guidance, creating a sense of uncertainty about what would be considered “good enough,”
which made the dissertation phase particularly difficult.

A similar pattern appeared in the contrast between Annabelle and Emily. Annabelle
encountered challenges in adjusting to academic writing and research expectations but did not
experience these difficulties as destabilizing. Drawing on previous experiences in rigorous
professional training, she approached them as manageable learning curves. Emily, however,
described a much more turbulent experience. Unlike several other participants whose parents had
completed advanced degrees in the United States—including law degrees and PhDs—Emily did

not grow up with the same exposure to the culture and unwritten rules of higher education.
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Coming from her professional role as a school principal, she also experienced a stark shift in
authority and positionality.

Emily described herself as someone who tends not to push back or question authority
directly, which made it especially difficult to navigate situations where expectations were
unclear. She recalled moments that made this uncertainty particularly painful. At one point,
several of her peers were graduating, and she remembered thinking, “That was supposed to be
me.” Her progress had stalled after her advisor told her that her findings were “wrong,” leaving
her unsure how to move forward or what revisions were expected. Without clear guidance from
her advisor and with limited access to the unwritten rules of the doctoral process, she often felt
unsure how to navigate expectations. Although she had strong relationships within her cohort
and support from her family, these sources of support were not always enough to compensate for
the absence of consistent academic and institutional holding during the dissertation phase.
Navigating the Neutral Zone and Other Stages of Transition

The neutral zone—the long middle stretch where the old no longer fits and the new is not
yet clear—emerged as a crucible across all cases. Emily lived in this space for years, continuing
to write and revise without a clear sense of how it would come together. Monica described a
similar experience, absorbing repeated rounds of vague feedback while continuing to move
forward. Sandra, by contrast, seemed able to tolerate this uncertainty with relative ease. Across
stories, this extended period of not knowing became the real work of the doctorate.

The experiences of the other participants reflected additional variations in how the neutral
zone was navigated. Danielle seemed able to move through this period relatively steadily. She
described her husband as a rock for her, felt connected to her cohort, and maintained a working

relationship with her advisor. Part of what seemed to help her was that she was not especially
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deterred by uncertainty. She understood it as part of the process and focused on getting things
done bit by bit. Even when she did not pass her certification exam the first time, she regrouped
and kept moving forward. Her faith also appeared to play a role; she spoke about feeling carried
by God, which seemed to help her not fear uncertainty in the same way.

Sara’s experience of the neutral zone looked very different. For her, the uncertainty of the
dissertation felt much higher stakes. Questions about whether she would finish were closely tied
to what was happening in her personal life—parenting young children, tensions with her husband
related to the doctorate, moving her family and changing jobs, and then moving back and
looking for a new job after that. Because so much was shifting at once, the uncertainty of the
dissertation did not stay contained within the academic work itself. Home life affected her work,
and the work affected home life, making this period feel particularly unstable. Notably, things
began to shift when certain pieces started to fall into place—moving back and finding a job,
changing to another advisor, and finding a steadier footing with her husband around finishing the
doctorate.

Annabelle’s experience again differed. Although she encountered challenges adjusting to
academic writing and research expectations, she did not experience uncertainty in the same way.
Having already navigated the demands of law school, she approached the dissertation with the
assumption that she would eventually finish. For Annabelle, the neutral zone was present but did
not feel especially destabilizing.

Across participants, the neutral zone appeared in every case, but the degree to which it
felt destabilizing varied considerably. For Emily and Monica, the greatest difficulty stemmed
from unclear guidance from advisors and uncertainty about what was required to move forward.

Sandra, Danielle, and Annabelle were more able to tolerate the ambiguity of the process, though
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for different reasons. Sara also faced uncertainty around advisor expectations, but because it
intersected with instability in other parts of her life, the stakes of the neutral zone felt especially
high.

Table 3 below offers a visual summary of how participants’ experiences aligned with
Bridges’ stages, while still reflecting their distinct contexts and trajectories. Two patterns stand
out across cases. First, participants’ endings, neutral zones, and new beginnings did not align
neatly with formal doctoral milestones such as coursework completion or graduation. Second,
while every participant experienced a neutral zone, the degree to which it felt destabilizing
varied depending on factors such as advisor clarity, personal circumstances, and tolerance for
uncertainty.

Table 3: Cross-Case Patterns in Transitions Using Bridges' Framework

Participant Ending Neutral Zone New Beginning
Letting go of hustling | Stretching under pressure, but | Claiming voice and internal
Danielle and proving worth feeling deeply held by faith, authority; “my voice has
through performance | partner, and cohort always mattered”
. . Prolonged uncertainty, Letting go of guilt;
Sara Lty il elon? emotional strain, stalled recognizing the doctorate as

Slecinciercl progress during dissertation beneficial to family

. . Long period of ambiguity, Deep internal sense of
. Claiming something . .
Monica repeated rewrites, and self- enoughness; choosing
permanent for herself .
doubt rather than striving
Loosening need for Tolerating ambiguity with Qu1et. cogﬁdenp o
Sandra . . T contributing without over-
control and certainty steadiness and discipline .
proving
Letting go of being _ . . .
Sty the @it 7 slbETe Extended ambiguity; learning | Re-seeing her collaborative

to work without clarit leadership as “‘strength”
knows what to do y P chg

Releasing assumptions
Annabelle | about authority and
voice

Becoming a more
reflective, student-centered
teacher

Navigating feedback, identity
shifts, and writing struggles

At a more interpretive level, I noticed a shared movement across stories—a series of

meaningful shifts. Across cases, there appears to be a movement from striving and proving
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toward being and belonging. Each woman expressed this shift in her own way. The following
statements represent analytic summaries rather than direct quotations.
¢ Danielle from ‘I have to hustle and prove myself” — to ‘My voice has always mattered.’
e Sara from ‘I have to take care of everyone else’ — to ‘Taking care of myself takes care of
them too.’
e Monica from ‘I’ve been hurt and need something that lasts’ — to ‘I am enough and this is
just the beginning.’
e Sandra from ‘I contribute quietly” — to ‘I don’t have to be loud to be credible.’
e Emily from ‘Is my leading too gentle?” — to ‘My compassionate way of leading is right.’
e Annabelle from ‘I already have authority and identity’ — to ‘I can keep growing,
becoming a more reflective teacher.’

Overall, participants’ stories align closely with Bridges’ (2017) description of transition
as a psychological process rather than a purely situational one. Endings were internal and often
only visible in hindsight. Across all cases, the neutral zone emerged as the most challenging
stage of the transition process. However, the degree to which it felt extended and emotionally
demanding varied across participants. For Emily, Monica, and Sara in particular, the neutral zone
stretched over long periods and was marked by significant uncertainty and strain, while for
others—such as Sandra, Danielle, and Annabelle—the period of not knowing was present but
more manageable.

New beginnings did not always coincide with graduation, but often appeared later as
shifts in voice, self-trust, or legitimacy. Most participants—Danielle, Sara, Monica, Sandra, and
Emily—described coming to feel more self-assured in their own ways over time. These shifts

took different forms: Danielle spoke about learning to listen and share her voice more
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intentionally; Sara described no longer feeling that pursuing the doctorate had been selfish, but
instead recognizing the ways it strengthened her family; Monica reflected on realizing that she is
“enough”; Sandra described becoming more comfortable asking questions and contributing even
when speaking quietly; and Emily spoke about recognizing that her own style of leadership was
a strength. Annabelle’s experience looked somewhat different. Rather than a shift in legitimacy,
she described becoming a more intentional teacher and educator through the process.

Taken together, these patterns suggest that the doctoral experience functioned not only as
an academic process, but as a developmental one, reshaping how participants understood
themselves in relation to their work, their relationships, and their sense of possibility.
Examining Participants’ Transitions from a Developmental Perspective

In this section, I step back from individual cases to consider what these transitions reveal
about adult learning and how different forms of holding shaped participants’ experiences of
growth. This section brings together transition, developmental growth, and holding environments
into conversation.

Taken together, participants’ accounts suggest that the doctorate functioned both as a
context for transition and as a container for development. While the program offered shared
structures (e.g., the cohort structure, a common curriculum, research seminars) and milestones
(e.g., certification exam, dissertation proposal, dissertation), the holding conditions within that
container looked very different from person to person—and those differences mattered. For
example, some participants described being supported by advisors, including Danielle,
Annabelle, and Sara after she changed advisors. Several participants also described strong family

support (all participants except Sara). At the same time, others experienced uncertainty in
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advisor relationships—such as Sara before changing advisors, as well as Monica and Emily—or
faced competing demands at home that made the transition more difficult (Sara).
Cohort as Support

Across all six cases, participants described the cohort as an essential source of holding.
For example, Sara described everyone as being “all on this insane ride together,” going through
something hard but held by the closeness of the group. She described the experience as “life
changing and also deeply therapeutic” and spoke about leaning on the older women in the cohort
for support. Danielle described the cohort experience as “magical,” while Annabelle referred to
cohort members as “lifelong friends.”

Several participants also described forming particularly close relationships within the
cohort. Sara spoke about leaning on the older women, while Emily described how she had never
had a true cohort experience before and how meaningful it was to have everyone moving through
the program together, including the smaller groups that naturally formed within the cohort.
Danielle spoke about appreciating the ongoing group chat that continues to this day; in fact, five
of the six participants mentioned the group chat as something that remained active after
graduation. Sandra and Monica described working in smaller groups within the cohort that
helped a great deal during the dissertation phase. Monica highlighted the importance of a
“smaller triad” within the cohort, while Sandra pointed to “peer relationships” as particularly
sustaining during the neutral zone.

Participants also spoke about the durability of these relationships. Five of the six
described the ongoing group chat as a continued source of connection, four emphasized the sense
of being understood without needing to explain their experiences, and three described the feeling

that cohort members truly knew what they had been through. All six participants also spoke
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about the mantra of their cohort—"trust the process.” The consistency of these accounts raises
questions about doctoral experiences outside of cohort-based models: when this kind of
relational structure is absent, what holds students through extended periods of uncertainty?
The Complexity of Holding

Looking across stories, it is clear that holding is not a single or uniform experience.
Rather, it is layered and varied among participants. Danielle, for example, described feeling
supported across multiple domains. Sara experienced periods where support at home was
strained and initially lacked clarity from her advisor until she changed advisors. Monica and
Emily both described a lack of advisor holding during the dissertation stage. In contrast, Sandra
and Annabelle generally described experiencing the support they needed to move through the
program. This variation illustrates how participants could be well held in one domain and
simultaneously lacking support in another (Sara, Monica, and Emily).

According to Drago-Severson (2012), based on constructive-developmental theory
(originally Kegan, 1982), feeling “well held” means experiencing a supportive environment—
often in schools or professional development contexts—that meets an individual where they are
in their current way of knowing while simultaneously providing the right balance of challenge
and support to foster growth. Although only one participant (Sara) used the term “holding”
directly, the other participants described support in similar ways, using phrases such as feeling
“anchored,” “supported,” or, at times, “on their own.” What seemed to matter was not simply the
amount of holding available, but the fit between what each participant most needed and what the
environment offered.

In several cases, the fit between participants’ needs and their environments shaped how

manageable the transition felt. Danielle appeared to have a strong fit between her needs and her
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environment: her advisor provided clear guidance, and she felt grounded by her faith and family
support, as well as the cohort. Sandra similarly described an advisor relationship that allowed her
independence while still providing enough direction. At times she wondered whether she was on
the right track when feedback from her advisor was minimal, but she compensated by consulting
other faculty members and previous graduates to stay oriented. In contrast, Monica and Emily—
and Sara initially—experienced a poorer fit with their advisors, leaving them uncertain about
expectations during the dissertation stage.

Participants also described drawing on other sources of support when advisor guidance
was limited. In Sara’s case, the cohort helped fill gaps when support at home was strained; she
described leaning on older women in the cohort and receiving guidance from another cohort
member who encouraged her to switch to an advisor who proved to be a better fit. Monica
similarly relied on a smaller group within the cohort and on previous graduates when she
struggled to receive clear direction from her advisor. Sandra also described turning to previous
graduates and other faculty members when she wanted additional feedback beyond what her
advisor provided. Danielle likewise mentioned reaching out to previous graduates for guidance,
describing them as an additional source of reassurance about the process.

Across participants’ stories, when individuals felt supported by advisors, family
members, and peer relationships, the uncertainty of the dissertation stage was more manageable
(Danielle, Sandra, and Annabelle). When those supports were missing or unstable, the same
uncertainty became much more difficult to navigate (Sara, Monica, and Emily). Emily, for
example, experienced deep holding at home and within peer relationships but felt under-
supported by her advisor—an absence that shaped how disoriented and stalled she felt during the

dissertation years.
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Reflective Interview as Holding Space

Another unexpected finding was the extent to which these participants experienced the
research interviews themselves as a form of holding. Five of the six participants described the
interviews as meaningful opportunities to pause, reflect, and remember their doctoral journeys—
and their earlier selves—something they had not been invited to do since graduating. For
example, Sara and Monica shared that people finish the doctorate, and life just keeps moving—
the work, the juggling, the busyness of it all—and no one is really asking them those probing
questions anymore. They are not being invited to look back on their journeys or to think about
where they find themselves now.

Annabelle and Danielle both shared that they appreciated the opportunity to “walk down
memory lane.” Annabelle even went back through old coursework materials and notes, and
Danielle reconnected with her earlier writings and journal entries in preparing for the interview,
revisiting who they had been during the program and remembering how immersed they had once
been in the learning and work of that time. Emily reflected that looking back during the
interviews helped her see she had not been alone in her experience during the doctoral journey.

Monica gave the metaphor of “ships in bottles,” sharing how she tends to hold different
chapters of her life like “ships in bottles”—carefully constructed, sealed, and stored away. For
years, she thought her doctorate was one of those bottles she had corked for good. But in talking
through it with me, she said she felt as though she had “uncorked it again,” “looked closely at the
ship inside,” and realized “there may still be more there for you to do with it.” As she reflected
on her next chapter of life with me, she said this process reminded her of the importance of
pausing to look back and look inward, rather than staying on autopilot.

Sara articulated this experience even more directly, reflecting:
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You don’t normally get three hours to talk about yourself, and that’s something I found
during my dissertation, like, the interviews with people. It’s amazing how, I don’t want to
use the word therapeutic, but there is like a weight transfer to it. You know, people don’t
have time in their lives to process their experiences, and so it’s really a gift to be able to
carve out the time to do that, and to have someone who is willing to ask you the hard
questions and probe and push.

Sandra did not describe the interviews in this way, which may reflect her longstanding
comfort with internal reflection and her tendency to process experience independently rather than
through facilitated dialogue.

Together, these accounts suggest that structured opportunities for reflection may function
as an additional, often unrecognized, holding environment—one that allows adults to integrate
past learning with their present sense of self.

Participants’ Alignment with Bridges’ Theory

Overall, participants’ experiences align closely with Bridges’ (2017) conceptualization of
transition as a psychological process rather than a purely situational one. Across all six of these
cases, endings were internal and often only visible in hindsight.

While all participants experienced some degree of internal loosening, not all described a
clear or conscious “ending.” For some, endings were recognizable during the doctoral journey
itself (Danielle, Sara, Monica); for others, they were gradual, subtle, or only visible in hindsight
(Sandra, Annabelle, Emily).

For the more gradual cases, what shifted was not a specific role or identity, but a taken-
for-granted way of operating—such as the need for control, certainty, or external validation. This
variation suggests that psychological endings may unfold differently across adult learners, even
when they are engaged in the same formal process of transition. The neutral zone also varied
across cases, at times marked by confusion or frustration, and at other times by quieter periods of

slow progress. For all participants, this phase stretched longer than the others, requiring sustained
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effort and persistence without clear markers of progress or reassurance that they were “on the
right track.”

New beginnings for all six participants were experienced as affirmations of what was
already there or still forming within them. Rather than signaling a dramatic transformation, these
new beginnings reflected a quieter integration of qualities that had been present but not yet fully
claimed.

At the same time, new beginnings did not always coincide with the formal completion of
the doctorate. For both Monica and Danielle, these shifts became clearer only afterward. Monica
described her new beginning as still unfolding, connected to what she called her “second half of
life” after retiring. Danielle’s new beginning became more visible after she stepped into a
different professional role following graduation.

Taken together, participants’ stories extend Bridges’ framework by highlighting the role
of holding environments (Drago-Severson, 2012) in shaping how transitions are lived. While
transitions may follow similar psychological contours, these findings suggest that the presence—
or absence—of relational, structural, and emotional holding significantly influences how
individuals move through each stage.

5.4 Chapter Summary

In this chapter, I stayed close to the participants’ individual stories as I presented key
threads from the three interviews that I conducted with each of them. I organized each case
around how participants talked about their lives before the doctorate, their experiences while
they were in it, and their journeys looking back. Bridges’ (2019) stages offered a way to notice

patterns within each case, but they did not unfold in the same way for everyone.
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I grouped participants into three intentional pairings—Danielle and Sara, Sandra and
Monica, and Emily and Annabelle—based on shared contextual features related to where they
were in their life journeys when they entered the doctoral program and the kinds of
responsibilities, pressures, and questions they were navigating at that time. These pairings helped
illuminate both similarities and contrasts in how participants experienced transitions, support,
and uncertainty across the doctoral journey.

Following these paired portraits, I examined patterns across participants’ stories,
exploring how transitions unfolded through endings, the neutral zone, and new beginnings, and
how different forms of holding shaped the experience of those stages.

Across all six cases, participants described transitions that were less about external
change and more about internal shifts—often involving a gradual loosening of familiar ways of
operating, rather than clearly marked endings or beginnings. While all participants moved
through periods of uncertainty and not knowing, the meaning and emotional texture of those
experiences varied depending on how supported and held they felt within their broader contexts.

What emerges from these portraits is not a single pathway through transition, but a set of
varied, deeply personal journeys shaped by developmental history, identity, relationships, and
access to holding environments.

In the next chapter, I step back from individual cases to consider these experiences
together, asking what they suggest about adult learning, growth, and the doctoral journey in

relation to the study’s broader implications.
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Chapter 6: Summary of Findings, Implications, and

Recommendations

In this final chapter, I return to the purpose of the study, the research questions that
guided this inquiry, and the selection of participants whose reflections made this work possible. I
also share four big findings from the study and briefly consider what these findings suggest
about the doctoral journey when viewed through Bridges’ theory of transition. I then turn to the
implications of this work for doctoral education, with particular attention to how programs might
better support students across—and beyond—the stages of transition. I conclude the chapter by
offering recommendations for future research.

In discussing implications for doctoral education, I draw primarily from the participants’
reflections, while also attending to insights that emerged when I shared the study’s findings in a
collegial scholarly convening with doctoral faculty and colleagues. This conversation was not
intended to generate additional data; rather, it helped me consider how the findings from this
study resonated with others who are currently navigating—and supporting—doctoral journeys.
Feedback from this convening helped shape the implications discussed in this chapter, especially
those related to viewing and understanding the doctoral journey as a developmental process and
building intentional points of support and reflection throughout and beyond the doctoral
program.

6.1 Purpose of the Study

In this section, I briefly reorient readers to the purpose, conceptual framing, and design of
the study before turning to a synthesis of findings.

Pursuing a doctoral degree is not simply an academic achievement; it is widely

understood as a profound developmental transition—one that reshapes individuals’ identities,
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sense of competence, and ways of understanding themselves and their work (Bleah et al., 2023).
Scholars have described the doctoral period as liminal, involving a deep process of change
(Baker & Pifer, 2011; Sverdlik et al., 2018). While external milestones such as coursework
completion, qualifying exams, and dissertation defenses offer a visible roadmap for progress,
they do not fully capture the internal work that occurs alongside them.

Doctoral students often experience significant psychological, emotional, and identity-
related shifts as they question their competence, renegotiate professional identities, and grapple
with uncertainty (Baker & Pifer, 2011; Gregory & Burbage, 2021; Sverdlik et al., 2018). In
recent years, scholars have increasingly called attention to the inner experiences of doctoral
students, including struggles with imposter syndrome (Handforth, 2022; Sverdlik et al., 2020;
Wilson & Cutri, 2019), the evolution of professional and academic identities (Foot et al., 2014;
Leshem, 2020), and the ways students renegotiate relationships with work, family, and self as
they move through their programs (Creely & Laletas, 2019). Doctoral students also often juggle
multiple competing demands—professional responsibilities, caregiving roles, and academic
pressures—which can contribute to isolation, overwhelm, and burnout (Sverdlik et al., 2018).
Some scholars have called this tension the “hidden curriculum” of doctoral education: the
unspoken emotional, psychological, and identity work embedded within the doctoral experience
(Lovitts, 2001; Walker et al., 2008).

Much of the existing literature has focused on doctoral students while they are enrolled in
their programs, examining identity development, coping strategies, sources of support, or
specific moments of transition (Foot et al., 2014; Gregory & Burbage, 2021; Jairam & Kahl,
2012; Sverdlik et al., 2018). Less is known about how graduates, with the benefit of time and

reflection, make sense of the doctoral experience as a whole (Leshem, 2020).
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The purpose of this study was to address this gap by exploring how six graduates of a
cohort-based adult learning EdD program in the Northeastern United States describe and
understand their doctoral journeys at least two years after graduation. Specifically, the study
examined what participants described as most meaningful during their doctoral journeys, how
they experienced and navigated the process, and how they now make sense of the experience
looking back. Because the research questions focus on meaning, change, and how participants
understand their journeys over time, I employed Bridges’ (2019) theory of transition as an
organizing conceptual lens.

Bridges’ theory emphasizes the psychological side of change and conceptualizes
transitions as unfolding through three overlapping phases: endings, the neutral zone, and new
beginnings. Endings are often internal and involve letting go of identities, assumptions, or ways
of being that no longer fit. In this study, I learned that participants’ endings were rarely about
concrete role changes (like leaving a job) and more often involved loosening internal patterns—
including long-held self-doubt, the need for external validation, or certain expectations about
who they should be as leaders, scholars, or professionals. The neutral zone, according to Bridges
and Bridges (2017) is an in-between phase during which the old way of being no longer works,
but a new way hasn’t yet taken shape. This period is often confusing, drawn-out, and
uncomfortable. Across participants’ stories, I found that the neutral zone was most commonly
associated with the dissertation stage and was marked by uncertainty, unclear expectations, and
challenges in advisor relationships. During this time, participants described relying on different
forms of support—partners, advisors, previous graduates, and cohort members—to persist

through (and sometimes simply endure) the ambiguity.
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New beginnings occur when individuals begin to step into something new
psychologically. Like endings, these shifts are often internal, gradual, and more visible in
retrospect. For participants in this study, new beginnings often appeared quietly, as increased
self-trust, a clearer sense of voice, or a growing feeling of legitimacy and reflected a deeper
alignment with who participants already were.

6.2 Research Questions

The research questions that guided this study are as follows:

1) How do six EdD graduates, who completed their degrees at least two years ago, describe
and understand what felt most meaningful or significant in their doctoral journey—and
why?

2) How, if at all, do these graduates describe and make sense of changes in themselves—
personally, professionally, academically, or otherwise—over the course of their doctoral
journey? What external experiences, events, or relationships do they see as shaping those
internal changes?

3) How do these graduates make sense of the doctoral journey itself? What kind of
experience do they now understand it to be?

6.3 Brief Summary of Data Collection

In this qualitative study, I explored how graduates of a cohort-based adult learning and
leadership EdD program describe and make sense of their doctoral journeys, with particular
attention to transitions, developmental change, and retrospective meaning-making. The study
drew on in-depth qualitative data from six EdD graduates who had completed the program at
least two years prior to participating. Data collection consisted of two semi-structured 90-minute

interviews with each participant (for a total of 18 interview hours). To provide additional
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context, participants were also invited to map key milestones in their doctoral journeys and to
discuss an artifact representing their experience.

Participants were purposefully selected to align with the research focus (Maxwell, 2013).
Selection criteria included the following:

1. Graduation Timeline: Participants must have completed their doctoral program at least
two years prior to participating in the study, allowing for retrospective reflection on their
doctoral experiences.

2. Program Participation: Participants must be graduates of a cohort-based adult learning
and leadership EdD program in the Northeastern United States, ensuring a shared
program structure while allowing for variation in individual experiences.

3. Availability and Willingness to Reflect: Participants must be willing to engage in two 90-
minute interviews and share in-depth reflections on their doctoral transitions.

I used purposeful sampling to identify participants who could provide rich, reflective
insights into doctoral transitions (Palinkas et al., 2016). This approach enables the selection of
individuals whose experiences and perspectives align with the goals of the study (Creswell &
Plano Clark, 2011).

6.4 Four Big Findings About the Doctoral Experience

In this section, I summarize four big findings that emerged across participants’ accounts
of their doctoral journeys. These findings reflect patterns in how participants experienced
growth, transitions, and made meaning of the doctoral process over time. While each
participant’s story was unique, the findings presented here capture shared themes across the

cases and illuminate the doctoral journey as a developmental experience rather than solely an

197



academic one. Together, these findings serve as the foundation for the implications for doctoral
education discussed later in this chapter.

Finding 1: All participants experienced a developmental shift in identity, but in different
ways.

The first finding is that across cases, the doctorate was a developmental experience, not
just an academic one. By developmental, I refer to shifts in how participants understood their
own voice, legitimacy, and right to take up space within academic and professional contexts. All
participants described changes in how they understood themselves in relation to their work and
professional communities. Importantly, these realizations were not immediate outcomes of
completing the degree. Rather, participants described coming to these understandings over time
after finishing their doctoral programs. While this study did not conduct a formal developmental
assessment, these narratives suggest shifts in participants’ internal capacities—particularly in
how they understood their authority, voice, and place within their fields. These shifts were
expressed differently across participants and emerged in distinct ways in their interview
accounts. The following phrases are not direct quotations but analytic summaries that reflect how
participants described their shifts in their own words.

e ‘[ have the right to be at this table.’

e ‘I know how to get through more walls now.’

e ‘I can ask questions and speak softly.’

e ‘lam enough.’

e  ‘What I thought was a weakness is actually a strength.’

e ‘I don’t need to ask every question.’
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Finding 2: For all participants, transitions were not defined by program milestones.

The second finding is that participants’ experiences of transition were not anchored to
formal doctoral milestones such as coursework completion, proposal defense, or graduation,
even though these milestones structured the program itself. Rather than occurring at these formal
points, all six participants described their most significant shifts as gradual and often only visible
in hindsight.

At the same time, across participants’ stories, the neutral zone overlapped with the
dissertation stage, marked by heightened uncertainty, unclear expectations, and challenges in
advisor relationships. Importantly, it was not the dissertation as a milestone that defined the
transition, but the ambiguity and lack of structure that accompanied this phase of the program,
especially in contrast to the more structured phase of coursework when everyone was together
and taking the same courses.

Notably, all six participants struggled to recall specific program milestones or when they
occurred. This became apparent during the mapping activity in the first interview, when
participants were asked to visually map key moments from their doctoral journeys. Some
mentioned moments such as the certification exam almost in passing. In contrast, all participants
vividly remembered the extended period of writing the dissertation. The neutral zone, in
particular, stood out as a time they recalled clearly and described as challenging and emotionally
demanding. This contrast suggests that participants remembered the doctorate less through
formal program milestones and more through the developmental and emotional experiences that
shaped them over time.

Several participants (Sara, Monica, Sandra, Emily) in particular described the dissertation

stage as the most difficult part of the doctoral journey—not because they lacked ability, but
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because expectations often felt opaque and the work of research was unfamiliar. Participants
described an internal dialogue that emerged during this phase as they tried to make sense of what
was required of them. Questions such as, “What am I supposed to be doing? How am I supposed
to be doing it? Am I doing it right?” captured the uncertainty many experienced.

For all six participants, research represented a new way of working that differed
substantially from their prior professional and academic success. This shift contributed to
varying feelings of uncertainty (Sara, Monica, Sandra, Emily) and, at times, doubt about
finishing the degree (Sara). One participant (Emily) described how different the doctorate felt
from her master’s program—particularly in the sense of being more dependent on approval and
destabilizing, given that she was accustomed to holding positions of authority in her professional
life. Another participant (Annabelle) explained that even learning APA style initially felt foreign
compared to the professional writing she had previously been trained to produce.

Participants’ endings and new beginnings further underscore how transitions unfolded
independently of formal milestones. One participant (Sara) described an ending that involved
letting go of guilt about choosing herself in pursuing the doctorate, rather than completing a
particular phase of the program. New beginnings were similarly gradual, quiet, and internal—
sometimes emerging well after graduation. For example, one participant (Danielle) described a
new beginning that became visible two years after completing the doctorate, when she stepped
into a different kind of professional role, while another described a new beginning that was still
ongoing. Together, these accounts suggest that while program milestones provide structure, for
the participants in my research they do not neatly correspond to how doctoral students

experience the stages of transition.
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Finding 3: How well “held” people felt shaped how hard the transition felt.

The third finding is that even within the same program, participants’ experiences varied
considerably depending on the holding environments in which they were embedded. While all
participants experienced developmental shifts over the course of and after completing the
doctorate, the degree to which those shifts felt destabilizing, stretching, or steady was shaped by
the relational and contextual supports surrounding them—that is, the degree to which they
experienced feeling “held” in the psychological sense (Drago-Severson, 2012). According to
Drago-Severson (2012), drawing on constructive-developmental theory (Kegan, 1982),
individuals are “well held” when their environment provides a balance of support and challenge
that enables developmental growth.

Across participants’ accounts, holding in the psychological sense took multiple forms.
These included support from partners and family members, structure and scaffolding provided by
advisors, relationships within the cohort, and access to previous graduates as sources of guidance
and reassurance. Notably, participants did not rely on a single source of holding; rather, their
experiences reflected constellations of support (Drago-Severson, 2009) that functioned together
to help them navigate uncertainty.

For example, one participant (Danielle) described feeling consistently held by her faith,
support from her spouse, and strong cohort relationships—even describing her advisor, whom
she characterized as blunt, as part of a holding environment that provided clarity and steadiness.
As a result, while she experienced the demands of the doctoral journey as challenging, she did
not experience the transition as overwhelming or destabilizing.

In contrast, another participant (Sara) described a markedly different experience. Advisor

changes, tensions at home, and persistent feelings of guilt about time and priorities contributed to
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a lack of consistent holding throughout much of the program. For this participant, the neutral
zone felt more prolonged and emotionally taxing, intensifying uncertainty and contributing to a
sense of strain, including a period during which she did not believe she would finish the
doctorate. I am not suggesting that cohort structures are always beneficial in every context;
rather, my point is that holding matters, and cohort structure can be one form of it when it
functions well.

Together, these accounts underscore that it was not the presence of a cohort model or any
single structural feature that shaped participants’ experiences, but rather the degree to which
participants felt held within their relational contexts. By this I mean that when holding was
present—whether through advisors, peers, family, faith, or other supports—all of the participants
in my research were better able to navigate uncertainty. As shown in chapters 4 and 5, for these
participants, when holding was inadequate, the same developmental demands felt more difficult
to endure.

Finding 4: For all six participants in this study, integrating the doctorate into their
identities was an ongoing process that extended beyond graduation and continued to unfold
over time.

The fourth finding is that five out of the six participants described the interview process
within this study as meaningful. They shared that it was meaningful to have space to look back
on the journey with someone and remember what the experience had been like. For these
participants, all of whom had graduated four or more years earlier and were living full lives,
juggling work, motherhood, and other responsibilities, the interviews were not meaningful
because they were seeking additional support after finishing the degree. Rather, they described

having largely moved on and being immersed in their day-to-day lives. What made the
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interviews meaningful, they shared, was that they provided rare time and space to revisit the
doctoral journey with someone who understood it.

The five participants also shared that they appreciated being invited to talk through their
experiences and revisit their learning, struggles, and the ways the doctorate had shaped them
over time. During the interviews, they reflected on who they had become through the doctoral
process—or who they had become through the doctoral process—or who they were still
becoming since it had ended—revisiting memories of their learning and experiences while also
considering what they might do in the years ahead. Two participants (Danielle, Annabelle) noted
that this reflection helped them reappreciate the impact the doctorate had on their lives and
identities. One participant (Sara) described the interview as almost “therapeutic,” in the sense
that it felt grounding to be able to tell her story out loud.

For five of the six participants in this study, talking about their experiences two or more
years after graduation helped surface changes that had unfolded gradually and often quietly, both
during the doctorate and afterward. Participants did not suggest that these changes had never
occurred to them; rather, it is my interpretation that the interview process—speaking with me,
another doctoral student—created space to name and reflect on them more intentionally. Five
participants (Danielle, Sara, Monica, Annabelle, Emily) described this opportunity for reflection
as meaningful, with one (Sara) noting that she had not previously had space to revisit these
experiences since graduating. With time and distance from the program, participants appeared
better able to make meaning of their doctoral journeys and integrate the experience into their
sense of self.

For example, to illustrate this process, I share two examples from participants whose

reflections captured how the meaning of the doctorate continued to unfold after graduation.
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Monica and Danielle offered particularly vivid descriptions of how this process became clearer
through reflection during the interviews. One participant, Monica, used a metaphor to describe
this process of integration. She described different experiences in her life as “ships in bottles,”
explaining that after graduating, the doctorate had been placed in its own bottle. Reflecting
during the interviews led her to wonder whether there might be more to think about—or still
take—from the experience, and possibly share with others, she explained to me during our
second interview. Another participant, Danielle, who spoke about the way her faith had carried
her through the doctorate, described a different kind of “new beginning” that did not appear right
at graduation. Years later, when she stepped into a new role, she felt she was finally stepping into
her calling, she shared. Looking back during the interviews, she said, helped her see how the
doctorate was still unfolding in her life and prompted her to consider whether there might be
something from that experience she could now offer to others. Together, these examples
illustrate the broader finding that integrating the doctoral experience into participants’ identities
was an ongoing process that continued well beyond graduation.
6.5 Revisiting Bridges’ Framework in the Context of the Doctoral Journey

In this section, I briefly consider the ways this study contributes to existing scholarship
by extending Bridges’ theory of transition within the specific context of doctoral education.
While Bridges’ framework describes the psychological phases of transition—endings, the neutral
zone, and new beginnings—no prior research has examined the doctoral journey through this
lens, particularly from the retrospective perspectives of doctoral graduates.

Applying Bridges’ framework to participants’ accounts illuminated how the doctoral
journey unfolds as a prolonged developmental transition rather than a series of discrete academic

milestones. All participants’ experiences underscored the centrality of the neutral zone, which
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often emerged during the dissertation phase and was characterized by uncertainty, ambiguity,
and identity-related questioning. Importantly, this study highlights that the neutral zone is not
simply an inevitable stage to be endured, but a period whose difficulty and developmental
potential are profoundly shaped by the quality of the holding environment surrounding doctoral
students.

Findings from this study suggest that holding environments—comprised of relational,
structural, and contextual supports—play a critical role not only during the neutral zone but also
in the integration that occurs after graduation. Participants’ reflections revealed that
developmental integration of the doctoral experience often continues well beyond formal
program completion, suggesting that new beginnings may unfold gradually and in ways that are
only visible in retrospect. In this way, this study extends Bridges’ framework by demonstrating
how intentional holding can support individuals across and beyond the stages of transition in
doctoral education, offering a practice-oriented lens for designing programs that better support
doctoral students throughout—and after—their journeys.

6.6 Implications and Recommendations for Doctoral Education

In this section, I discuss implications for how doctoral programs might better support
students throughout the doctoral journey—both during and after the program. These implications
stem primarily from the findings of this study and participants’ reflections on their doctoral
experiences. In addition, they were informed by a scholarly discussion I held with fellow
doctoral colleagues and my dissertation sponsor after completing the analysis, where I shared the
study’s findings and invited their reflections on how the findings resonated with their own

experiences of doctoral education.
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This conversation served as an opportunity to explore how the study’s findings resonated
with others who are currently navigating—or supporting—doctoral journeys. The doctoral
participants in this discussion responded strongly to framing the doctoral experience through
Bridges’ concepts of endings, the neutral zone, and new beginnings. Several doctoral students
who were still in their programs noted that learning about the neutral zone helped them make
sense of ongoing uncertainty and reframe their experiences as part of a broader developmental
process rather than as isolated individual struggles.

The implications that follow are grounded primarily in the findings from my research
with the six participants, with reflections from the convening offering additional context for how
these insights may inform awareness and practice within doctoral education.

Implication 1: Prepare doctoral students for a developmental transition

Findings from this study suggest that doctoral programs should more explicitly prepare
students and faculty to understand the doctorate as a developmental transition. Across
participants’ accounts, transitions—especially endings and new beginnings—were not defined by
formal program milestones such as completing coursework or defending a proposal or
dissertation. Rather, the emergence of uncertainty and self-doubt—and the need to navigate these
experiences—particularly during the dissertation stage, were among the most challenging aspects
of the journey in a developmental sense.

As one participant, Monica, described, the doctoral experience felt twofold—the
coursework, which was great, and then the “forty years in the desert,” capturing the stark shift
many participants experienced once coursework ended and structure fell away. Following
coursework, four participants (Sara, Monica, Emily, Annabelle) described a sense of

disorientation: What now? Where did the structure go? For all participants, this period unfolded
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during the proposal and dissertation stages and reflected what Bridges and Bridges (2017)
describe as the neutral zone—a period characterized by ambiguity, uncertainty, and emotional
strain. Four participants (Sara, Monica, Sandra, Emily) wondered, “What am I supposed to be
doing? How am I supposed to be doing it? Am I doing it right?”” Three participants (Sara,
Monica, Emily) reflected that they had not anticipated the doctoral journey would feel this way
and were caught off guard by how destabilizing this phase was.

An implication of this finding is that doctoral programs should prepare both students and
faculty to understand the doctorate as a developmental transition that undergirds the academic
process. Drawing on Bridges’ framework, programs could introduce endings, the neutral zone,
and new beginnings early and revisit them throughout the program, helping doctoral students
understand uncertainty as a normal—and often necessary—part of growth rather than as a deficit
or inefficiency. All of the participants shared that a motto for their cohort had been to “trust the
process.” Based on my findings, however, an additional step may be to explicitly name
uncertainty as part of that process. By naming the liminal nature of the neutral zone, programs
may help students accept this period as part of the doctoral journey and recognize it as an
opportunity for growth and developmental stretch.

Reframing uncertainty as developmental rather than deficient underscores how powerful
it can be to name uncertainty as something inherent to the doctoral journey rather than a personal
failing. Normalizing the neutral zone in this way may reduce shame, isolation, and self-doubt,
particularly during the dissertation phase when expectations often feel unclear and feedback
inconsistent. Doing so may also shift doctoral programs toward viewing development as central

to the doctoral journey rather than treating uncertainty as an individual struggle.
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Importantly, this preparation should not be limited to students. Faculty, advisors, and
dissertation sponsors would also benefit from professional learning opportunities that support
them in recognizing when students are navigating developmental transitions and in responding in
ways that normalize uncertainty rather than inadvertently intensifying it. Participants’ struggles
during the dissertation phase were not primarily tied to a lack of ability, but to unclear
expectations and the unfamiliar nature of research itself—especially for those who entered
doctoral programs after many years of professional success. Moving from positions of authority
into a role of waiting, uncertainty, and novice learning can represent a significant positional shift
that many doctoral students are not explicitly prepared for.

In addition, there are also implications for how programs attend to context and identity.
Participants’ experiences were shaped by age, gender, race, caregiving responsibilities, and life
stage. For example, both Sara and Danielle were parenting young children during the program.
Sara described heightened stress related to time pressure, lack of clarity and structure, and stress
about finishing—stress that intensified her experience of the neutral zone. Others, particularly
those entering doctoral programs later in life, emphasized the disorienting shift from being
experienced leaders or advisors to learning research for the first time. These contextual factors
suggest the importance of attending to identity and life circumstances when considering how
doctoral programs support students through developmental transitions. For some participants,
faith or contemplative practices provided support during moments when the path forward felt
unclear, suggesting that programs may benefit from creating space for students to reflect on what

helps them remain grounded during periods of uncertainty.
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Taken together, these findings point to the need for doctoral programs to more
intentionally design for development across the doctoral journey. Based on these findings, the

following recommendations for doctoral programs are offered:

Doctoral programs should incorporate the Bridges’ framework and the different stages of
transition into program orientations for doctoral students, both at entry and at key points
during the first year.

e Doctoral programs should explicitly frame doctoral journeys as developmental
transitions, emphasizing that navigating uncertainty is part of the developmental process
rather than an individual deficiency or problem.

e Doctoral programs should provide workshops for faculty, advisors, and dissertation
sponsors to apply Bridges and Bridges’ (2017) framework within their programs and
develop program-specific approaches for supporting students through endings, the neutral
zone, and new beginnings.

e Following coursework, doctoral programs should implement regular check-ins that
include (a) peer-based spaces among students and (b) separate check-ins between
students and their dissertation sponsors that explicitly name uncertainty and clarify
expectations across different stages of the dissertation process.

e Doctoral programs should explicitly acknowledge and address how professional and
personal identities, life stage, caregiving responsibilities, and positional shifts shape their
experience of the doctoral journey.

Implication 2: Strengthen the holding environment of doctoral programs through

relational infrastructure
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A second major implication centers on the concept of holding environments. While all
participants in this study experienced developmental shifts, how difficult those shifts were
depended largely on how “held” participants felt by their relational and institutional contexts.
Participants who experienced stronger support systems described navigating transitions with
greater stability, whereas those who felt less supported—whether in their personal relationships
or advising relationships—experienced these periods as more isolating and difficult.

Holding took multiple forms across cases, including support from partners and family
members, clarity and structure from advisors, relationships within cohorts, and connections to
previous graduates. These findings suggest that relational support should be core infrastructure
within doctoral programs rather than informal or incidental aspects of the experience.

This interpretation is also consistent with Schlossberg’s (1981, 2011) transition theory, as
well as subsequent work applying the model in practice (Anderson et al., 2011), which
emphasizes that individuals’ ability to navigate transitions is shaped by the resources available to
them—particularly support systems, sense of self, and coping strategies. From this perspective,
relational support is not peripheral, but central to how individuals experience and make meaning
of periods of uncertainty and change.

When relational support is not intentionally built into program structures, responsibility
for this support often falls to individual advisors. While many advisors provide meaningful
guidance, relying solely on individual advising relationships can lead to uneven experiences for
doctoral students—particularly in programs without cohort structures or when advisors differ in
their approaches to supporting students.

This kind of relational support can originate from a variety of sources and people.

Explicitly naming the importance of support to incoming doctoral students and creating
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opportunities for students to build relationships with one another—particularly after coursework
and during the dissertation stage—may help strengthen these support systems. Not all doctoral
programs operate with cohort structures, and students who are not consistently taking courses
with the same peers may experience additional isolation, particularly during the neutral zone.

For example, doctoral programs can hold an “open house” that not only introduces
students to the faculty and each other but also involves the spouses and families—those closest
to doctoral students and who can be a source of holding—to faculty and the milestones,
structures, and expectations of the program.

Furthermore, doctoral programs might also consider more intentionally preparing
partners and close family members to understand the developmental nature of the doctoral
journey. As this study suggests, the doctorate is not only an academic process but also a deeply
personal and developmental one, often marked by uncertainty, shifting identity, and periods of
emotional strain. Partners and family members are frequently part of the broader holding
environment, yet they may not fully understand the nature of this experience or how best to offer
support.

Providing opportunities for partners and families to learn about the phases of the doctoral
journey—including the demands of the “messy middle”—may help them better anticipate the
kinds of challenges doctoral students encounter and understand their own role as supporters.
Such efforts may strengthen the broader relational context surrounding doctoral students and
contribute to more sustained and effective forms of holding throughout the journey.

Participants’ experiences also suggest that opportunities for relational reflection are
important. Many doctoral students are self-reflective, but having space to reflect with someone

who understands the doctoral journey can offer something different. Being asked intentional,
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developmentally oriented questions by someone familiar with the doctoral process can deepen
reflection in ways that solitary sense-making cannot.

One possible form of structured holding could include coaching or mentoring supports
that are specific to doctoral students and formally integrated into the program. While cost and
feasibility would need to be considered, institutions might explore models in which coaching or
mentoring is offered at key points in the doctoral journey. Another possibility is creating
structured opportunities for connection across different stages of the doctoral continuum.
Programs might convene current doctoral students alongside graduates who have recently
navigated the dissertation process and early post-graduation transitions. Drawing on parallels to
induction and residency models in fields such as teaching, medicine, and nursing, recent
graduates can provide valuable insight and reassurance during uncertain phases of the doctoral
journey.

Participants’ accounts also highlight how the post-coursework phase can be particularly
isolating. Creating seminar-style spaces or dissertation studios that continue after coursework
ends may provide ongoing community, feedback, and a sense of accompaniment as students
move through the dissertation process.

Based on these findings, the following recommendations for doctoral programs are
offered:

e Doctoral programs should implement structured advising practices that include consistent
check-ins and clarity around expectations for progress and feedback.
e Doctoral programs should identify and communicate available sources of support (such

as program alumni or students further along in the process) that students can access.
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e Doctoral programs should provide doctoral-specific coaching or mentoring supports that
are accessible and formally integrated into the program.

e Doctoral programs should develop alumni “bridge” initiatives that connect current
students with recent graduates during and after the dissertation phase.

e Doctoral programs should create seminar-style spaces or dissertation studios that
continue after coursework ends.

e Doctoral programs should offer optional opportunities that invite partners or families into
conversations about the doctoral journey.

e Doctoral programs should provide optional sessions or resources for partners and families
to better understand the doctoral journey and how to support students.

In addition to these program-level recommendations, participants’ experiences also point
to the critical role of dissertation advising relationships as a central component of the doctoral
holding environment. For three of the six participants in this study, challenges within the advisor
relationship significantly intensified the difficulty of the dissertation phase, particularly during
the “messy middle.” In these cases, the absence of consistent relational support, clarity, or
attunement contributed to increased uncertainty and isolation at a point in the doctoral journey
that was already developmentally demanding.

This finding underscores the extent to which doctoral students’ experiences are shaped
not only by program structures, but by the quality of their advising relationships. While existing
research highlights the importance of mentorship in doctoral education, these findings suggest
that relying solely on the dissertation advisor as the primary—or only—source of support may

leave students vulnerable to uneven experiences of guidance and “holding.”
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One key recommendation emerging from these findings is that doctoral programs
consider incorporating additional layers of relational support that extend beyond the advisor-
student dyad. For example, programs could explore the role of a designated mentor, coach, or
alumni guide who is not directly responsible for evaluating the student’s work but is familiar
with the doctoral process. Such a role could provide a consistent point of contact for students
navigating the dissertation phase, support communication between students and advisors when
challenges arise, and offer a form of developmental and relational holding that is not contingent
on the advising relationship alone.

In this way, responsibility for supporting doctoral students is distributed across a broader
relational infrastructure, rather than resting primarily on individual advisors. This may help
create more consistent and equitable experiences for students as they navigate the most uncertain
and demanding phases of the doctoral journey.

Implication 3: Design for integration through reflection post-graduation

A third implication concerns what happens after the degree is completed. Although the
doctorate officially ends at graduation, participants’ stories suggest that the developmental work
of making meaning of the journey often continues well afterward. In the study, five of the six
participants described integrating the doctorate into their identities as a gradual process that
unfolded over time, often beyond graduation.

In my interpretation, the interview process itself served as an opportunity for participants
to pause and reflect on their experiences and the ways the doctorate had shaped them. In this
sense, the interview functioned as a temporary form of holding after the doctorate. This finding
suggests that doctoral programs may benefit from creating intentional opportunities for reflection

and integration beyond formal completion.
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Participants’ experiences also highlight that transformation and transition are not defined
by doctoral milestones. Just as adult development does not unfold in a linear or age-bound
way—being forty does not automatically mean being more developed than being thirty—
doctoral transitions also occur at different paces for different individuals. Cognitive, emotional,
and identity-related shifts do not occur on a fixed timeline, and they are not guaranteed to align
with formal program markers such as graduation. In this study, participants often described
making deeper sense of their doctoral journeys after gaining time and distance from the
experience.

During the interviews, participants reflected on how the meaning of their doctoral
experiences continued to unfold in relation to their personal lives, professional paths, and
evolving sense of identity. Some revisited difficult moments from the program in new ways,
while others described gaining clarity about their purpose, teaching, or future direction only after
stepping into new roles or contexts. These reflections suggest that integration is not immediate
but emerges gradually as individuals revisit and reinterpret their experiences over time.

For example, Sara found herself revisiting experiences from the program that had
affected both her and her family, which led her to later continue those conversations with her
husband. Danielle reflected on how, after completing the doctorate, she came to see her sense of
calling more clearly when she stepped into a role that aligned with her faith and allowed her to
help others grow. Monica spoke about looking ahead to what she described as the “second half”
of her life after the doctorate and considering what might come next. Annabelle reflected on how
the doctorate had shaped her teaching since graduating, even though her path did not ultimately
lead into academia as she had once imagined. Emily revisited moments from the program and

shared that completing the doctorate had opened up her world, helping her see new possibilities
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for herself, including the possibility of working in a small private college. Looking back, she also
reflected on how her background—and her earlier unfamiliarity with academia and academic
culture—may have shaped parts of her doctoral journey.

Taken together, these findings suggest that reflection after graduation should be
understood as a critical phase of the doctoral journey rather than as an independent activity.
Creating intentional opportunities for reflection with others who understand the doctoral
experience may support graduates in integrating the developmental shifts that unfold over time.

Based on these findings, the following recommendations for doctoral programs are
offered:

e Doctoral programs should create structured opportunities for reflection and connection
with peers, graduates, mentors, or coaches across and beyond the doctoral journey,
particularly after coursework and into the post-graduation period.

e Doctoral programs should offer optional exit interviews or reflection sessions 6—12
months after graduation, conducted over Zoom or in-person, as well as alumni check-ins
in the years following completion, to support ongoing meaning-making and ensure that
reflection is not solely an individual activity.

e Doctoral programs should provide optional reflective prompts, conversations, or
portfolio-based activities that invite graduates to consider questions such as: What
changed? What do I carry forward? How do I now understand this journey?

6.7 Recommendations for Future Research
This study points to several promising directions for future research.
An initial direction for future research is to examine how doctoral students’

development—yparticularly their ways of knowing (i.e., meaning-making systems)—shapes how
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they experience transitions such as endings, the neutral zone, and new beginnings. Adult
development theories suggest that individuals make meaning of their experiences in
developmentally different ways, and that these meaning-making capacities shape how they
interpret and engage with their external world. Future research could explore how doctoral
students’ ways of knowing interact with their experiences of navigating these stages of transition,
and how these developmental orientations influence what they need from advisors, cohorts, and
other forms of support.

Second, future research could more closely investigate the role of holding environments
in doctoral education. While this study highlights the importance of relational, structural, and
contextual supports, additional research could examine which forms of holding are most salient
at different points in the doctoral journey, how these supports interact, how students draw on
different coping resources in navigating these environments (Schlossberg, 1981, 2011), and how
they may function differently across institutional contexts and student populations.

Third, future studies could explore structured opportunities for reflection—such as exit
interviews, alumni conversations, or post-graduation check-ins as sites of developmental
integration. Research might examine how and when graduates make meaning of their doctoral
experiences, and whether facilitated reflection supports identity integration, professional clarity,
or well-being over time.

In particular, future studies may benefit from exploring how identity shapes experiences
within the “messy middle” of the doctoral journey, a period characterized by ambiguity,
uncertainty, and sustained challenge. For example, how might the doctoral experience differ for
women or women of color, particularly in relation to advising relationships, perceptions of

belonging, or the meaning attributed to the degree upon completion? Similarly, studies might
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examine how shared or differing identities between students and advisors influence the degree to
which students feel supported, seen, or understood throughout their programs.

Future research could also extend this work by examining different populations and
contexts. For instance, studies might explore the experiences of an all-male sample, or doctoral
students in fields beyond adult learning and leadership, to better understand how gender and
disciplinary contexts shape developmental experiences and retrospective meaning-making.

A critical direction for future research is the application of Black feminist theoretical
perspectives. Mensah’s (2026) work on Black feminist mentoring (Collins, 2022) in the
preparation of science teacher educators highlights the importance of relational, identity-
affirming, and care-centered approaches to mentoring, particularly for women and women of
color. While situated within teacher education, this perspective offers a valuable lens for
examining how doctoral students more broadly experience support—or the lack thereof—in
navigating their programs. Extending this lens to doctoral education may provide deeper insight
into how systems of power and identity shape access to forms of “holding” that support
development for doctoral students.

These findings extend and reinforce a growing body of research on EdD cohort-based
programs (e.g., Bista & Cox, 2014; Leland et al., 2020) and studies of women doctoral students’
experiences (e.g., Carter et al., 2013; Aitchison & Mowbray, 2013). While this study was not
designed to examine EdD programs and cohort structures or women’s experiences specifically,
these conditions shaped participants’ journeys in meaningful ways. Future research could further
examine differences between EdD and PhD programs, cohort-based structures, and the
experiences of doctoral students across contexts, including women’s experiences through

feminist or identity-based lenses. Building on this, future studies may benefit from more closely
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exploring how social identities—such as race, gender, and their intersections—shape not only the
challenges encountered during doctoral study, but also how those experiences are interpreted and
integrated over time. Attention to broader life contexts—including age, caregiving
responsibilities, professional background, and access to academic capital—may further
illuminate how individuals experience and navigate doctoral transitions. Taken together, these
directions suggest that doctoral experiences cannot be fully understood without attending to the
ways identity, power, and context shape both experience and meaning making.

Finally, future research might explore how reflections on the doctoral experience differ
depending on when graduates are interviewed—for instance, immediately after graduation, one
year later, or several years later. Such work could deepen understanding of how developmental
processes intersect with structural and social conditions in doctoral education and inform more
responsive and supportive program design.

6.8 Closing Reflections

It is important to note that Chapters 1-3 were written at an earlier stage in my doctoral
journey, when I was more fully immersed in what I then experienced as the “messy middle” of
the process. At that time, my sense of urgency, uncertainty, and questioning was more immediate
and unresolved. As I now approach the completion of the doctorate, my perspective has shifted
in ways that are both developmental and reflective. Rather than revise those earlier chapters to
reflect my current stance, I have chosen to preserve them as they were originally written, as they
represent the conditions and meaning-making processes that shaped the study at its inception.

As I close this chapter, I find myself reflecting on how this research has shaped not only
my understanding of doctoral education, but also my understanding of my own journey through

it. At the beginning of this study, as I shared in Chapter 1, I carried many questions about my
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own experience of the doctorate—questions shaped by uncertainty, disruption, and at times a
deep sense of isolation.

Conducting this research unexpectedly became a form of holding for me as well. Through
conversations with the participants, I encountered stories that were honest, vulnerable, and
deeply familiar. Their reflections not only inspired and moved me; they helped me see that the
struggles I had experienced were not mine alone. The uncertainty, self-doubt, and moments of
wanting to quit that I once interpreted as personal shortcomings were, in fact, common features
of many doctoral journeys. In particular, these women’s stories showed me different ways of
living through change, growth, and transition, both during the program and beyond it.

Listening to participants reflect on their experiences also helped me recognize my own
movement through stages of transition. Like many of them, I struggled deeply with
uncertainty—uncertainty about when the doctorate would end, whether I could finish, what
would come after, whether I belonged, and who I was becoming through the process. These
uncertainties were shaped not only by the demands of the program, but also by the broader
uncertainty of completing much of my doctoral coursework during the COVID-19 pandemic,
which left me feeling isolated. They were further complicated by disruptions in my personal life,
including balancing demanding jobs, navigating conflict in my relationship with my then-
partner, and multiple shifts in my research topic. At times, these challenges left me feeling
deeply alone and questioning whether I belonged in the doctoral world at all.

Through this research, however, I began to reinterpret those experiences. Hearing
participants name their own developmental struggles allowed me to see my journey through a
different lens—not as evidence of failure or lack of belonging, but as part of a developmental

process shaped by uncertainty, growth, and change. The interviews became spaces not only for

220



data collection but also for shared reflection, where participants and I together made meaning of
journeys that had often felt confusing while we were living them. In many ways, listening to
participants reflect years later helped me realize that I, too, may one day look back and see more
clearly the developmental shifts that I am only beginning to understand now.

This work has also helped me recognize how much I was still learning about the hidden
structures of academia—how to navigate advising relationships, how authority and expertise
function within academic spaces, and how identity shapes one’s experience of these
environments. As a young Asian woman entering academic spaces where many of these norms
were unfamiliar, and where impostor feelings were often present, [ now see more clearly how
developmental challenges intersected with questions of belonging, authority, and voice.

Perhaps most importantly, this research has helped me recognize how I had been relating
to uncertainty—and how that relationship itself was part of my development. Early in my
doctoral program, professors often told us that we would need to become “comfortable being
uncomfortable.” At the time, I did not fully understand what that meant. I now realize how
profoundly I struggled with discomfort and not knowing. I experienced it as evidence that
something was wrong—that I was not capable, or that I did not belong.

For much of my doctoral journey, uncertainty reinforced my sense that I did not belong.
Through this research, however, I have begun to see that uncertainty was not evidence of failure,
but rather part of the developmental terrain of the doctoral journey—the space between endings
and new beginnings.

As I conclude this dissertation, I recognize that I am still, in many ways, in the space
between the neutral zone and the new beginning. Like the participants in this study, I am still

making meaning of what the doctoral journey has meant and what it may yet become. What this
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research has given me, however, is a different relationship with that unfolding. I no longer relate
to uncertainty in the same way.

I have also come to see that my voice does matter within this work—a recognition made
possible through the participants in this study. Their willingness to share their experiences
reminded me that the struggles we carry are often shared, and that naming them can be a
powerful part of growth. I now recognize uncertainty as part of the developmental terrain that

accompanies growth, change, and new beginnings.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A: Preliminary Codes
1. Understanding the Doctoral Journey as a Transition

Motivation to Pursue a Doctorate (Reasons for starting the journey)
Expectations vs. Reality (How initial expectations changed over time)

Key Points (Significant moments that shaped their transition)

Letting Go (role shift, identity change, new conceptualization)

Navigating Uncertainty (Moments of doubt and struggle)

New Beginnings (How they made sense of their transition post-degree)
Emotional and Psychological Dimensions (/isten for)

Feeling Torn (conflicting priorities, tensions between roles or values)
o Loss (grief around what was sacrificed—time, identity, relationships)
o Joy (pride, fulfillment)

o Conflict With Self (inner tensions, doubt, regret, growth pains)

o

2. Challenges and Support Systems

Sources of Struggle (Work-life balance, identity shifts, program demands)
External Influences (Family, work, financial, or societal factors)

Support Networks (Mentors, peers, faculty, community)

Institutional Support & Gaps (What helped vs. what was missing)

Coping Mechanisms (How they managed stress and uncertainty)

3. Identity, Growth, and Meaning-Making

Evolution of Identity (Changes in professional and/or personal identity)
Sense of Purpose Post-Degree (How they see themselves now)

Lessons Learned (What they took away from the experience)

Advice for Future Doctoral Students (Reflections on the journey)
Impact of the Doctorate (On career, personal life, and self-concept)

These codes are preliminary and may evolve as analysis progresses. The “listen for” themes—
loss, joy, feeling torn, conflict with self—serve as interpretive anchors, offering a lens for
attuning to the emotional and psychological dimensions of transition.
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Appendix B: Map of Interview Questions and Research Questions

Research Question

Interview 1

Interview 2

1 10,11,12,13, 14 1,2
2 3,4,9,13, 14 3,4,5,6,7,8
3 10,12,13,14, 15

235




Appendix C: Recruitment Email

Subject: Invitation to Participate in Doctoral Research Study
Dear [Participant’s Name],

Warm greetings! I hope this message finds you well. My name is Katherine Seol, and [ am a
doctoral candidate in the Department of Mathematics, Science, and Technology at Teachers
College, Columbia University. I have had the pleasure of working with Emily as part of Dr. Ellie
Drago-Severson’s Teaching and Learning Team for adult learning and development. Emily
kindly shared your contact information with me, as you had expressed interest in participating in
my dissertation research. I am deeply grateful for your willingness to consider it.

This study explores how graduates of a cohort-based adult learning and leadership EdD program
describe and make sense of their doctoral journeys at least two years after completing their
degrees. Dr. Ellie Drago-Severson is my faculty sponsor, and this project is deeply meaningful to
me—both personally and professionally.

I am currently inviting participants who might be open to sharing their experiences and insights,
and who meet the following criteria:
e Completed a cohort-based adult learning and leadership EdD program at least two years
ago
e Are available for two 90-minute Zoom interviews during May, June, or July
e Willing to reflect on and share your experiences—what it was like to begin, navigate, and
complete the program

I have attached the informed consent form with more details about the study. If it resonates with
you and you are open to participating, I would be honored to connect in a brief (10—15 minute)
phone call and answer any questions you may have.

If you would like to move forward, could you please reply to this email with your full name,
preferred contact information, and a good time to connect?

I truly appreciate your time and consideration. It would mean a great deal to hear your
reflections, and I look forward to the possibility of connecting.

Warmly,

Katherine Seol

Doctoral Candidate, Teachers College, Columbia University
Email: kds2165@tc.columbia.edu

Phone: (224) 392-4491
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Appendix D: Timeline for Recruiting, Data Collection, and Data Analysis

Spring 2025:
Proposal
Hearing & IRB
Approval

March 2025

-Finish dissertation proposal with sponsor approval
-Schedule Proposal Hearing with first and second readers
-Prepare IRB submission

April 2025

-Complete proposal hearing

-Have Dissertation Proposal Hearing Report signed by
Dissertation Proposal Committee and Department
Chairperson

-Email form to ods@tc.columbia.edu with a subject line:
“First & Last Name__Dissertation Proposal Hearing
Form” (keep copy to submit with IRB application)
-Submit a TC IRB protocol for review. When filing IRB
protocol through Mentor IRB, upload signed version of
Proposal Hearing Report with IRB proposal as
“additional documents.”

-Email the TC IRB approval or acknowledgement letter
(dated post-proposal hearing), along with a PDF copy of
the approved dissertation proposal manuscript to ods@t

Summer 2025:
Data Collection
& Early
Analysis

May 2025

-Complete program plan PDF and get recommendation
for MPhil (before May 8)

-Email recruitment letter with informed consent letter
-Conduct screening phone calls and schedule interviews
-Receive signed informed consent letters and begin first-
round interviews ASAP with those who give consent

June 2025

-Complete first-round interviews

-Transcription verification & analytic memos
-Begin second-round interviews and conduct final
member-checking session (if feasible)

July 2025

-Complete second-round interviews

-Transcript verification and final member-checking
session

-Begin open coding while finishing transcriptions
-Start crafting narrative profiles

August 2025

-Finish open coding
-Begin categorization & cross-case analysis
-Send narrative profiles for member checking

Fall 2025:
Thematic
Analysis &
Writing Begins

September 2025

-Register for 8900
-Thematic analysis using matrices & data displays
-Begin drafting Chapter 4 (Introduction to Participants)

October 2025

-Complete Chapter 4
-Write Chapter 5 (Findings in relation to RQs) at the
same time

November 2025

-Complete Chapter 5
-Write Chapter 6 (Findings & Analysis) while finalizing
Chapter 5
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Winter 2025- December 2025 | -Complete Chapter 6
2026: -Write Chapter 7 (Final Findings/Discussion)
Refinement & January 2026 -Complete Chapter 7
Feedback -Send chapters 4-7 to advisor
February 2026 | -Revise chapters 4-7 based on feedback
Spring 2026: March 2026 -Final revisions of all chapters
Final Revisions - Schedule dissertation defense
& Defense April 2026 -Dissertation Defense!
May 2026 -Graduation
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Appendix E: Screening Phone Call Script
Hi [Participant’s Name],

This is Katherine Seol. I am calling to follow up on your interest in my research study. Is now
still a good time to talk?

(Pause for response)

Thank you so much—I truly appreciate you taking the time to speak with me today. And thank
you again for your openness and interest in the study—it means a great deal to me.

As you may recall, this study explores how graduates of a cohort-based adult learning and
leadership EdD program—at least two years after completing their degree—describe and make
sense of their doctoral journeys. I am especially interested in what the journey was like for you,
what stands out to you as most meaningful, what transitions you experienced, and what the
journey means to you now.

Y our story—your reflections—are incredibly valuable. I would love to share a few more details
about the study and answer any questions you may have. Would that be okay?

(Pause for response)

Before we go further, I would like to quickly confirm that you meet the study criteria:

® You completed a cohort-based adult learning and leadership EdD program at least two years
ago

e You are available for two 90-minute Zoom interviews in May, June, or July

® You are comfortable reflecting on and speaking about your doctoral experience

Does that sound right?
(Pause for confirmation)

Wonderful. I am so grateful for your willingness to share your journey—it is such a gift to this
work.

Here is what the process will look like:

e Interview 1 will invite you to walk me through your doctoral experience—what brought
you to the program, what your journey was like, and the moments that felt meaningful,
difficult, or transformative. You will have the opportunity to create a visual map of your
journey that we will explore together. After Interview 1, I will share the transcript with
you to ensure I’m accurately representing our conversation.

o Interview 2 will give us the chance to revisit your map and dive deeper into how you
made sense of the transitions—how they shaped your identity, your path, and how you
see yourself now. After Interview 2, I will share both the transcript and a summary of the
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conversation to ensure your story is accurately represented. If you wish, we can also
schedule a short follow-up call to reflect on anything that came up in either interview.

Does that sound okay to you?
(Pause for response)

If you would like to move forward, the next step is to review and sign the informed consent form
I emailed to you. Did you happen to take a look at it? Do you have any questions about it at all?

(Pause)
Wonderful. If you are ready, I would love to go ahead and schedule your first interview. And if
you would prefer more time to think it over, you are always welcome to reach out by email or
text when you are ready.
(Pause for scheduling)
After this call, I will:
e Send you a calendar invite for our interview
o Share the Interview 1 protocol so you can get a sense of what we will be talking about
o Send a gentle reminder the day before our interview
Does that all sound good to you?

(Pause)

Lastly, would you mind confirming your preferred email address and phone number for
communication?

(Pause)
Thank you again for your time and generosity. I am really looking forward to our conversation

and to learning from your reflections. It truly is an honor to hold these stories, and I feel very
grateful to be walking alongside you in this work.
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Appendix F: Informed Consent Letter

Protocol Title: Reflections on the Doctoral Journey: Voices from Six EdD Graduates in Adult
Education
Subtitle if needed: Interview Consent
Principal Researcher: Katherine Seol, Teachers College
224-392-4491, kds2165@tc.columbia.edu

INTRODUCTION

You are invited to participate in this research study titled “Reflections on the Doctoral Journey:
Voices from Six EdAD Graduates in Adult Education.” Y ou have been selected because you are a
graduate of a cohort-based adult learning and leadership EdD program at Teachers College,
Columbia University, and completed your degree at least two years ago. This study aims to
explore how graduates describe and understand their doctoral journey—what stood out as most
meaningful, how they navigated key moments, and how they make sense of their experience now
with the benefit of time and reflection. Approximately six people will participate in this study.

WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE?

This study seeks to understand how graduates of a cohort-based adult learning and leadership
EdD program, at least two years post-degree, describe and make sense of their doctoral journey.
Specifically, it explores what aspects of the experience felt most meaningful or significant, how
they navigated key transitions, and how they understand the impact of the journey on their
personal, professional, and academic lives. Through this research, I aim to gain insight into the
doctoral experience as a whole and how graduates reflect on its meaning in retrospect.

WHAT WILL I BE ASKED TO DO IF I AGREE TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?

If you decide to participate, I will conduct two individual virtual interviews with you, each
lasting approximately 90 minutes. During these interviews, you will be asked to reflect on your
doctoral journey, including what led you to pursue a cohort-based adult learning and leadership
EdD program, how you experienced and navigated key transitions, and how you understand the
meaning and impact of the journey now, looking back with the benefit of time. I recognize that
some questions may be personal or require reflection on experiences you have not revisited in
some time. Please know that these discussions will be handled with care and confidentiality.

All interviews will be conducted via Zoom at a time that is most convenient for you and will take
place between May—1July 2025. Each interview will be audio-recorded. I will notify you when
the recording begins and ends. Once the recordings have been transcribed, they will be deleted. If
you do not wish to be audio-recorded, you will not be able to participate. To maintain
confidentiality, you will be given a pseudonym, and any identifying details will be removed from
transcripts and research reports.

As part of our first interview, you will be invited to create a visual map of your doctoral
journey. This map can include key moments, transitions, relationships, and challenges that
shaped your experience before, during, and after completing the program. This activity is meant
to help you reflect and guide our conversation. After the first interview, I will kindly ask you to
send a photo of your map so I can revisit and better understand your story during analysis. You
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will also be invited to review the transcript to ensure accuracy. At the end of the first interview,
you will be invited to bring, create, or describe a personal item—such as an object, story,
metaphor, or representation—that captures something meaningful about your doctoral transition.
We will use this item during the second interview to help reflect more deeply on your journey.

After the second interview, you will be invited to review both the transcript and a brief summary
of your reflections to ensure accuracy. You will have the opportunity to suggest clarifications,
additions, or removals so that your story is represented as you wish. If you would like, you may
also schedule a brief follow-up call (about 10—15 minutes) to discuss any feedback or
clarifications.

WHAT POSSIBLE RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING PART
IN THIS STUDY?

This study is considered minimal risk, meaning that any potential harms or discomforts are not
greater than what you might encounter in everyday life or professional reflection. However, there
are some things to keep in mind. You may find that discussing certain aspects of your doctoral
journey—such as challenges, uncertainties, or key transitions—brings up emotions or reflections
you have not revisited in some time. Please know that you are not required to answer any
question that makes you uncomfortable, and you are welcome to take a break or stop the
interview at any time without consequence.

Additionally, you might have concerns about confidentiality, particularly if you discuss
experiences involving faculty, peers, or personal circumstances. To protect your privacy, all
identifying details will be removed from transcripts, and you will be given a pseudonym in all
study materials. Your information will be kept strictly confidential, stored on a password-
protected computer. Only the researcher will have access to your responses (and my dissertation
advisor, if needed) and no personally identifiable information will be included in any reports or
publications.

WHAT POSSIBLE BENEFITS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS
STUDY?

There is no direct benefit to you for participating in this study. However, your reflections may
contribute to a deeper understanding of the doctoral journey and its long-term impact. By sharing
your experiences, you will help inform future research on doctoral education, professional
identity development, and the challenges and transformations experienced by doctoral students.
Additionally, your insights may support faculty, administrators, and future doctoral candidates in
better understanding the complexities of navigating a doctoral program and its lasting
significance.

WILL I BE PAID FOR BEING IN THIS STUDY?
You will not receive payment for participating in this study. However, your time and insights are
greatly valued and appreciated. There are no costs to you for taking part in this study.

WHEN IS THE STUDY OVER? CAN I LEAVE THE STUDY BEFORE IT ENDS?
The study will be considered complete once you have participated in two (2) 90-minute
interviews. However, your participation is entirely voluntary, and you may choose to withdraw
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from the study at any time, even if you have not finished both interviews. There will be no
penalty or consequence for choosing to leave the study.

PROTECTION OF YOUR CONFIDENTIALITY

As the primary researcher, [ will take all necessary precautions to protect your confidentiality.
All written materials will be stored in a locked drawer in a secure location, and all digital files
(such as transcripts and recordings) will be stored on a password-protected device accessible
only to the researcher. Once the audio recordings have been transcribed, they will be
permanently deleted. There will be no record linking your real name to your pseudonym.

For quality assurance purposes, the study team, the study sponsor (if applicable), and/or
members of the Teachers College Institutional Review Board (IRB) may review the data
collected as part of this study. However, outside of these necessary reviews, all information
obtained from your participation will be kept strictly confidential and will only be disclosed with
your permission or as required by U.S. or state law.

HOW WILL THE RESULTS BE USED?

The results of this study may be published in academic journals or presented at conferences. Any
data you provide will be de-identified before publication or use for educational purposes. Your
name or any identifying information about you will not be included in any publications or
presentations. This study is being conducted as part of my doctoral dissertation at Teachers
College, Columbia University.

CONSENT FOR AUDIO RECORDING

As part of this research study, interviews will be audio recorded. You may choose whether to
give permission for audio recording. However, if you do not consent to be recorded, you will not
be able to participate in the study, as the recordings are necessary for accurate data collection
and analysis.

I give my consent to be recorded Signature

I do not consent to be recorded Signature

WHO MAY VIEW MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY

I consent to allow written, video and/or audio-recorded materials viewed at an educational
setting or at a conference outside of Teachers College, Columbia University

Signature

___ I do not consent to allow written, video and/or audio-recorded materials viewed outside of
Teachers College, Columbia University

Signature
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OPTIONAL CONSENT FOR FUTURE CONTACT
The primary researcher, Katherine Seol, may wish to contact you in the future. Please initial
below to indicate whether you give permission for future contact.

The researcher may contact me in the future for other research opportunities:

Yes No
Initial Initial

The researcher may contact me in the future for information relating to this current study:

Yes No
Initial Initial

WHO CAN ANSWER MY QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY?

If you have any questions about taking part in this research study, you should contact the
primary researcher, Katherine Seol, at 224-392-4491 or at kds2165@tc.columbia.edu. You
can also contact the faculty advisor, Dr. Eleanor Drago-Severson at 212-678-4163.

If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, you should contact the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) (the human research ethics committee) at 212-678-4105 or
email IRB@tc.edu or you can write to the IRB at Teachers College, Columbia University, 525
W. 120™ Street, New York, NY 10027, Box 151. The IRB is the committee that oversees human
research protection for Teachers College, Columbia University.

PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS
e [ have read the Informed Consent Form and have been offered the opportunity to
discuss the form with the researcher.
e [ have had ample opportunity to ask questions about the purposes, procedures, risks

and benefits regarding this research study.

e [ understand that my participation is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or
withdraw participation at any time without penalty.

e The researcher may withdraw me from the research at the researcher’s professional
discretion if communication from participant becomes sporadic or if it becomes
impossible to set up timely interviews between researcher and participant.

e If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been
developed becomes available which may relate to my willingness to continue my
participation, the researcher will provide this information to me.

e Any information derived from the research study that personally identifies me will
not be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, except as
specifically required by law.

e Identifiers may be removed from the data. De-identified data may be used for future
research studies or distributed to another researcher for future research without
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additional informed consent from you (the research participant or the research
participant’s representative).
e [ should receive a copy of the Informed Consent Form document.

My signature means that I agree to participate in this study:

Print name: Date:

Signature:
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Appendix G: Interview 1 (I1) Protocol

Appreciation and Introduction

Hello, I'm Katherine Seol. First, I want to sincerely thank you again for being part of this
study. I truly appreciate your time and willingness to reflect on your doctoral journey with me. It
is my hope that you will enjoy the opportunity to reflect on your doctoral journey in a way that
feels meaningful to you. I would like to thank you for returning the signed informed consent
letter as well. Do you have any questions at this point about this or anything else? If not, please
know you may stop to ask questions at any time if something arises. Thank you!

This first interview will last for 90 minutes. I have shared this protocol with you already,
so you know that we will start by talking a little bit about who you are and what led you to begin
your doctoral program. Then, we will do an activity where you map out your doctoral journey—
and what it was like for you then and what it means now, looking back. There are no right or
wrong answers—this is your story, and I am here to learn from your experiences. Feel free to
take your time, ask for clarification, or skip any question you do not wish to answer. You can
also stop the interview at any time if you feel the need to.

About me

I am a doctoral student in Science Education at Teachers College, Columbia University.
While I began my program in 2019 as a science teacher, over the past six years I have developed
a deep interest in how people make meaning of their doctoral experience—particularly the
personal, professional, and emotional transitions involved in completing a doctorate. In many
ways, this study reflects my own search to better understand the doctoral journey: how we move
through it, what it asks of us, and how we come to make sense of it over time. This dissertation is
both a scholarly and personal effort to honor the human complexity of that experience and to
listen closely to the voices of EdD graduates as they reflect on their paths.

I was drawn to this topic because, like many doctoral students, I have experienced
unexpected shifts, challenges, and moments of reflection about what this journey really means. I
have had to navigate my own questions about identity, purpose, and whether the path I was on
was still the right one. That led me to wonder—how do those who have completed this journey
make sense of it in hindsight? What stood out? What mattered most? And how do they
understand the changes they went through? That is what this study is about, and I am grateful for
your willingness to share your experiences with me today. I am really excited to learn from you,
cannot say enough how grateful I am that you are willing to share your precious time and insight
with me as a part of this study!

Purpose & Goals

As you know from my letter of invitation, this study explores how EdD graduates,
looking back with the benefit of time, describe and make sense of their doctoral journey. I am
particularly interested in understanding what felt most meaningful or significant to them, how
they experienced and made sense of change—personally, professionally, and academically—
throughout the process, and what meaning and value they now attach to the journey. I also want
to explore how they characterize the doctoral experience itself, whether they see it as a life
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transition, a developmental process, a professional credential, a transformative journey, or
something else entirely.

By listening to the experiences of those who have completed the doctoral process, I hope
to gain a deeper understanding of how individuals navigate, interpret, and ultimately make
meaning of this journey. This research is personally meaningful to me because I know firsthand
how complex and transformative the doctoral experience can be. By sharing your reflections,
you are contributing to a broader conversation about what this journey entails and how it shapes
those who go through it. Thank you again for your time and willingness to participate.

Audio Recording

Using Zoom’s video and audio recording capabilities, I plan to use a digital audio
recording of our conversation to ensure I do not miss anything you share during the interview,
and I can work with what you share exactly as you say it. Using Zoom to audio record and a
Zoom tool extension for creating transcriptions of the audio recording, I will be the only person
initially reviewing the transcribed conversation produced from Zoom. The recordings will be
deleted following the end of the study. The transcriptions will be confidential, with no
identifying information included, and only me and those helping me with this study, such as my
advisors and colleagues helping with my research, will have access to the transcript. Are you still
ok with me recording this? Do you have any questions?

Confidentiality

Taking steps to ensure your confidentiality is an essential part of conducting ethical
research, and it is very important to me. I will refer to you via a pseudonym of your choice in
transcripts and throughout any writing I do for this study. I will also change the name of your
school and omit any details that might identify you or your school. What pseudonym would you
like me to use, or would you prefer that I create a pseudonym for you? You can tell me now or
we can revisit it toward the end of this interview. Do you have any questions about your
confidentiality? I will begin recording now.

Questions to start?

Before we begin, do you have any questions for me about what I’ve just outlined or about
this process? Are you feeling like we can begin the interview? (Yes?) Please interrupt the
interview along the way with any questions or concerns you might have. Thank you! If you’re
ready, let’s begin.

Section 1: Getting to Know You

Before we dive into your doctoral journey, I would love to hear a little about who you are
and the perspective you bring to this study.

1. Can you share a little about yourself—your background, where you are from, and
anything about your identity that feels relevant to your experience in the program?
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Probe: Some people mention aspects like their age, home, race/ethnicity,
gender/sexuality, religion/spirituality, relationship status, education, or
professional background. Feel free to share whatever feels relevant to you.

What year did you start your program, and when did you complete the program?
What was going on in your life at the time—professionally and personally?

Did you have any work or family commitments that shaped your experience in the
program?

Section 2: Starting the Doctoral Journey

8.

Now, let’s take a step back to when you first considered pursuing a doctorate.

Can you take me back to the moment you decided to apply? What was happening in your
life and career at the time?

Probe: Was there a specific moment or realization that pushed you to apply?
What motivated you to apply to your program specifically?
Before starting, what were your expectations of what the program would be like?

Probe: What did you imagine the coursework and structure would be like?

Probe: Did you anticipate any major challenges?
Did you have any concerns about how it would fit into your life?

Section 3: Mapping the Doctoral Journey

I would like you to create a visual map of your doctoral journey. This is just for us to use

in conversation—there is no right or wrong way to do it.

Step 1: Map the Key Milestones

On a blank piece of paper, please map the following:

9.

— Yourself before starting the program

— The start of the program (including year)
— Coursework

— Certification exam

— Proposal defense

— Data collection

— Dissertation writing and defense

— Graduation

— Yourself post-graduation

Can you walk me through these milestones?
Probe: How long did coursework take?

Probe: What was the transition like between coursework and the next stage?
Probe: How did the proposal stage go for you—was it a smooth or challenging
shift?

Probe: What was your dissertation process like? Did you encounter any major
hurdles or unexpected shifts?
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Step 2: Mapping the Key Moments

Now add in the key moments, transitions, or experiences that felt significant to you—
whether they were challenges, turning points, or milestones.

10. What stands out to you most when you look at your map?
11. Are there moments that felt particularly meaningful or transformative?
12. Were there times when you felt stuck, uncertain, or in-between?
Probe: What did that ‘in-between’ space feel like for you?
Probe: How did you navigate those uncertainties?
13. What were your most difficult moments? What helped you move forward during those
moments?

Step 3: Mapping Personal Growth

14. When you started the program, how did you see yourself?
Probe: What were your strengths? Your challenges?

15. When you completed the program, how did you see yourself?
Probe: How had your strengths and challenges shifted?

Closing Questions and Wrap Up

16. Is there anything that you would like to add or share that we did not yet discuss?

That concludes our first of two interviews. Thank you so much for sharing your
experiences with me today—I deeply appreciate your time and reflections. Before we wrap up,
how did this feel for you? Do you have any questions for me at this point?

In our next interview, we will focus on how you make sense of your doctoral journey
now—with the benefit of time and reflection. We will explore what this journey has meant to
you, what stands out in hindsight, and how you understand its impact on your life today.

Before we meet again, I would like to invite you to reflect on how you might describe
your doctoral experience as a whole. One way we will do this in the second interview is through
a reflection activity, where you choose an artifact—something that symbolizes or captures your
journey in some way. This could be a song, a poem, a quote, a work of art, an object, or even an
analogy or metaphor that resonates with you. Would you be willing to think about this before our
next conversation? If so, you are welcome to send it to me via email before our second interview
or simply bring it with you to share when we meet. There is no pressure either way—this is just
an invitation to reflect in a way that feels meaningful to you.

Before we end today, are you okay with me sharing my appointment calendar so you can
schedule your second interview time? If yes, I will provide the link in the chat and follow up
with it via email.

Thank you again—I truly appreciate your time and insights, and I look forward to our
next conversation!
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Appendix H: Interview 2 (I12) Protocol

Appreciation & Introduction

It is such a pleasure to be meeting with you again for our second and final interview. I
hope you have been well since our last conversation on [date]. First, I want to sincerely thank
you for the time and thought you have put into this process. Your reflections in our first
interview were incredibly valuable, and I appreciate your willingness to share your experiences
with me. As you know, this interview will also last for 90 minutes. I shared this protocol with
you in advance so you would have a sense of what to expect. Just like last time, this protocol
provides some structure to our conversation but will not restrict it—we will follow the topics that
feel most meaningful to you.

Today, we will focus on how you make sense of your doctoral journey now. We will
explore what this experience has meant to you in hindsight, what stands out the most as you look
back, and how you understand its impact on your life today. We will also take time to reflect on
the journey as a whole, using the artifact or metaphor you may have brought with you. As
always, you are welcome to skip any question you do not wish to answer, and you may pause or
stop the interview at any time for any reason. My priority is to ensure that this conversation feels
comfortable and meaningful for you, and I deeply appreciate your openness in sharing your
experiences. Before we begin, do you have any questions for me?

Audio Recording

I would like to ask your permission to use Zoom to create a digital audio recording of this
interview. Just to remind you, the recording will be saved only on my personal computer, will be
password protected, and will be destroyed following the end of the study. The Zoom-generated
transcription will be held confidentially with no identifying information included. Only those
individuals helping me with this study, such as my advisor, colleagues in my research seminar,
and I will have any access to the transcript. Are you still ok with me recording this?

Confidentiality

As we discussed in our last interview, I will refer to you using a pseudonym of your
choice in transcripts and throughout any writing I do for this study. I will also remove or alter
any identifying details related to your workplace, cohort, or other aspects of your experience that
might make you recognizable. Are you still happy with your earlier choice of [pseudonym]?

Questions to Start?

Do you have any questions before we begin? Please interrupt the interview along the
way with any questions or concerns you might have.

Checking in from Interview 1

Thank you again for all that you shared in our first interview. To ensure that I am making
proper sense of what you have shared, I want to share a brief summary of what I heard from you
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last time. Please feel free to follow along with the transcript from Interview 1, which I have
provided.

[Share summary from Interview 1 for approximately 1-2 minutes]
Is there anything you would like to correct or clarify?

Section 1: Revisiting the Doctoral Journey Map

1. Looking back at the journey you mapped out in our first conversation, do you still feel
the same way about the key moments and transitions you identified?

2. Have any additional reflections surfaced since our last conversation?

3. Were there any specific points in the journey where you felt a major shift in how you saw
yourself—personally, professionally, or academically?

4. What external experiences, events, or relationships (inside or outside the program) do you
think played a role in shaping those internal changes?

Section 2: Challenges and Support Systems

5. Were there times when you struggled or questioned whether you would complete the
program?

6. How did you navigate those moments? What, if anything, helped you move forward?

7. What types of support—whether from the program, peers, faculty, or personal
relationships—were most valuable to you?

8. Looking back, is there any kind of support that would have been helpful but was missing?

Section 3: Meaning and Reflection on the Doctoral Experience

9. Now that some time has passed, how do you understand the meaning and value of your
doctoral journey? What, if anything, do you feel it added to your life?

10. Has your understanding of why you pursued the doctorate changed at all?

11. How do you make sense of the doctoral journey itself? Would you describe it as a life
transition, a developmental process, a professional credential, a transformative
experience, or something else?

Section 4: Closing Reflection & Artifact Activity

12. If you could give advice to someone just starting their doctoral program, what would you
tell them?
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As a final reflection, I invited you to bring an artifact—something that represents your
doctoral journey. This could be a song, a poem, a work of art, an object, an analogy, or a piece of
writing—anything that symbolizes or captures the essence of your transition.

13. Can you share what you chose and why?
14. What does this artifact represent about your experience?
15. If you could distill your doctoral journey into one phrase or image, what would it be?

16. Is there anything we have not covered that feels important to share about your doctoral
experience?

Closing Questions and Wrap Up

17. When you think back to all that we have talked about since our first interview, is there
anything else you would like to add that we have not yet discussed?

Congratulations, that concludes our two interviews together! What a pleasure it has been
to get to know you throughout these two interviews and learn from all your experiences. I truly
have appreciated all the time you have given to me!

In the next several weeks, I will be in touch to share a transcript of this interview so that
you can adjust anything you see fit. I hope you will be willing to read it and let me know how, if
at all, I should adjust or change it so that it is an accurate representation of your experience and
reflection on your experience. Will that be ok?

Finally, as we discussed when you first agreed to participate in the study, I will be in
touch after all my analysis and writing is complete to offer you a summary of my findings. I
cannot say thank you enough!
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