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ABSTRACT

To address the challenges nontraditional adult doctoral learners face in completing dissertations 
online, we reflect on the effective practices utilized in an online doctoral-level educational leadership 
program at a public university in the United States. This paper focused on two major topics: 1) how to 
prepare students to write a dissertation through coursework based on the Competency-based Education 
(CBE) theory; and 2) how to build relationships between mentors and students writing dissertations based 
on the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework. The theoretically founded practices based on CBE and CoI 
must be utilized in building an interactive, collaborative online learning community.

Keywords: competency-based education, dissertation writing, online learning
INTRODUCTION

According to the andragogy theory (Knowles, 
1970, 1985), adults’ learning is self-directed and 
intrinsically motivated, and adults are eager to 
understand the rationale behind learning. As a 
major theoretical framework of adult education, 
the andragogy learning theory highly values 
adult learners’ life experiences and believes 
it is learners’ prior experiences that provide a 
foundation for their learning. Also, adult learners 
normally have immediate needs to apply their 
learning to fulfill their social roles and to solve 
practical problems (Holton et al., 2001). In the 
higher education programs serving nontraditional 
adult learners, it is imperative that adult learners’ 
learning characteristics are well understood so that 
appropriate and effective andragogical educational 
practices can be provided in teaching and 
mentoring. This becomes especially challenging 
when learning takes place online, where face-to-
face interaction is absent.

In recent years, the way education is delivered 
has transformed dramatically with the increasing 

popularity of internet and digital technologies 
(e.g., email, instant messaging, Interactive video 
conferencing, mobile/smartphones, and social 
networks) (Cook & Sonnenberg, 2014; Friedman 
& Moody, 2021). With the exponential growth of 
online technology usages and activities, there has 
been a rapid growth in online course enrollment 
in higher education. Data from the Babson Survey 
Research Group showed that more than 6.3 million 
students in the United States took at least one 
online course in fall 2016 (Seaman et al., 2018). U.S. 
public colleges and universities had a 7.3% increase 
in online course enrollment between fall 2015 and 
fall 2016, and private nonprofit schools had an 
increase of 7.1%. In the state of Texas, among 53 
doctoral-level educational leadership programs 
at public universities, 40 (75.4%) are either 100% 
online, fully online (86%–99%), or hybrid/blended/
electronic (Texas Higher Education Coordinating 
Board, 2018).

For many doctoral programs in higher education, 
one of the challenges they face is that many students 
end up at the all-but-dissertation (ABD) stage, 
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leading to attrition issues. According to the Council 
of Graduate Schools (2017), approximately 50% of 
doctoral students fail to complete their terminal 
degrees. Online doctoral students have been shown 
to have a higher risk of degree noncompletion than 
their counterparts in traditional programs (Cross, 
2014; Ehrenberg et al., 2009; Johnson et al., 2000; 
Terrell et al., 2016). One major obstacle has been 
the transition from coursework to writing and 
completing the dissertation (Fiore et al., 2019). 
The Council of Graduate Schools (1977, cited in 
Bargar & Duncan, 1982) defined the main purpose 
of doctoral training as being “to prepare a student 
for a lifetime of intellectual inquiry that manifests 
itself in creative scholarship and research” (p. 
1). In theory, the dissertation offers the training 
that enables students to transition from “student” 
to “independent scholar,” but in reality, it 
has remained a major challenge for doctoral 
programs to find the best way to foster students’ 
transitions to becoming independent researchers 
(Lovitts, 2008). Faculty need training, external 
supports, and prolonged experience in developing 
online teaching skills in mentoring dissertation 
research (Mcgee et al., 2017) because hardship 
and ambiguity have been commonly reported 
surrounding the dissertation process from the 
student perspective (Gardner, 2010).

Given the characteristics of nontraditional adult 
learners and the challenges online learners face in 
completing dissertations, this paper was written 
from the dissertation chair/faculty perspective and 
reflects on effective practices that could help facilitate 
nontraditional students’ dissertation writing in an 
online program. The program examined in this 
paper is a 100% online educational leadership 
doctoral program at a doctorate-granting, public 
university in Texas. All students in this program 
are nontraditional adult learners who hold full-time 
leadership positions in K–12 educational systems 
in Texas while enrolled in the program. Benefiting 
from the flexibility of learning without geographic 
and temporal limitations, students are able to take 
courses and complete their dissertations online 
in either a synchronous or asynchronous manner. 
With a high enrollment of approximately 300 
doctoral students, both faculty and students face 
challenges in dissertation writing/mentoring and 
in improving students’ terminal degree completion 

rate. We focused on the following questions: 1) 
How can we prepare students for their dissertation 
research through the courses we teach? Particularly, 
how can we enhance the instructional effectiveness 
of research methods courses? 2) What are the 
relationship-building practices that could help 
improve dissertation mentoring effectiveness in 
working with doctoral students online?

It is our hope that the practices discussed in this 
paper will reveal options that could be implemented 
to facilitate online, nontraditional adult doctoral 
learners’ dissertation writing in higher education. 
We discuss two theoretical frameworks below 
to lay the theoretical foundations, followed by 
descriptions of best practices that are theoretically 
based yet pragmatic. Through reflecting on the 
practices used in our daily online teaching job, we 
hope to inspire more discussion about how to support 
nontraditional doctoral learners’ dissertation 
writing in the online learning environment.
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

Competency-Based Education (CBE)
According to Competency-Based Education 

(CBE), in designing educational courses or 
programs, students’ learning outcomes are 
established first, instructional pedagogy is aligned 
with the learning outcomes in the design process, 
student success is measured with a structured 
methodology, and curriculum adjustments are 
made after the outcomes are evaluated (Gervais, 
2016; Le et al., 2014; Priest et al., 2012; Spady, 
1977). Johnstone and Soares (2014) proposed 
five principles for successful CBE model 
implementation: (1) the degree reflects robust and 
valid competencies; (2) students are able to learn at 
a variable pace and are supported in learning; (3) 
effective learning resources are available anytime 
and are reusable; (4) the process for mapping 
competencies to courses, learning outcomes, and 
assessments is explicit; and (5) assessments are 
secure and reliable. It is believed that with successful 
implementation of those five principles, CBE 
could succeed in enhancing students’ knowledge 
mastery and skills application in the real world. 
Rivenbark and Jacobson (2014) further noted that 
a successful mission-based CBE program should 
be well-balanced between theoretical, conceptual 
knowledge and practical skill acquisition. Well-
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designed competencies should increase skills 
without sacrificing academic rigor.

In fostering doctoral learners’ dissertation 
writing, a strong collaborative community is the 
key (Peters et al., 2015). From the whole-system 
design perspective, they pointed out that a series of 
components should be included in a program to meet 
the anticipated competencies of the program. Peters 
et al. utilized multiple strategies to help with the 
“abrupt” transition from coursework to dissertation 
writing in the early dissertation writing process. 
For example, weekly collaborations between 
faculty and students were utilized to establish a 
collaborative learning community where mutually 
agreed upon goals were reached to advance the 
dissertation; weekly peer meetings were arranged 
for students to share ideas and concerns with one 
another to create a safe space in the collaborative 
community; and additional structured partnerships 
between faculty and students were established 
to allow faculty to share personal experiences 
to provide psychological support for doctoral 
students in dealing with anxiety and feelings of 
abruptness and unsettledness. Another important 
piece of the collaborative community was the role 
methodologists play in dissertation writing (Peters 
et al., 2015). Methodologists were proactively 
integrated into the program as full dissertation 
partners. Instead of functioning as an “enhancement 
or add-on,” methodologists played a fundamental 
role in helping students connect dissertation 
research questions with appropriate research tools. 
All components in this program were well-aligned 
with the CBE rationale in building an effective, 
collaborative community to foster students’ 
dissertation writing.
Community of Inquiry (CoI)

The Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework 
(Garrison et al., 2000) is one of the major theories 
about how to structure the learning process in an 
online environment. In the CoI framework, three 
elements are interrelated: cognitive presence, 
teaching presence, and social presence. Cognitive 
presence is “the extent to which learners are 
able to construct and confirm meaning through 
sustained reflection and discourse” (Garrison et 
al., 2001, p. 11). Teaching presence is “the design, 
facilitation, and direction of cognitive and social 
processes for the purpose of realizing personally 

meaningful and educationally worthwhile 
learning outcomes (p. 5). Social presence was 
defined as “the ability of participants to identify 
with the community, communicate purposefully 
in a trusting environment, and develop inter-
personal relationships by way of projecting their 
individual personalities” (Garrison, 2009, p. 352). 
Lipman (2003) posited that CoI is “thoroughly 
social and communal, a method for integrating 
emotive experience, mental acts, thinking skills, 
and informal fallacies into a concerted approach to 
the improvement of reasoning and judgement” (p. 
18). Cleveland-Innes and Campbell (2012) further 
emphasized emotive experience in online learning 
and defined emotional presence as “the outward 
expression of emotion, affect, and feeling by 
individuals and among individuals in a community 
of inquiry, as they relate to and interact with the 
learning technology, course content, students, and 
the instructor” (p. 283). For midcareer adult online 
learners, social support from family, friends, and 
peers was found to be predictive of their academic 
self-regulation (Williams et al., 2019).

While it is important to incorporate cognitive, 
learning, and social presences in online programs, 
the role emotion plays in the daily instructional 
practices should be highlighted in online 
teaching and mentoring. Emotional presence and 
relationship building are essential for building a 
successful online learning community to create a 
safe environment for students to learn. For example, 
a cohort experience and a face-to-face orientation 
were found to be critical to the sense of community 
among online doctoral students (Byrd, 2016). In a 
one-to-one online math coaching program using 
text-based chat and a shared digital whiteboard, 
emotional presence was found to be essential 
and distinctive in students’ learning process 
(Stenbom, Hrastinski, & Cleveland-Innes, 2016). 
In another online assignment where students read, 
researched, and viewed videos about the homeless 
population, students’ emotional responses were 
found to be fundamental to their deep learning 
and lasting knowledge acquisition (Williams, 
2017). It was noted that emotions encountered in 
completing this assignment connected students, 
particularly adult students, to their real-life 
experiences. Williams recommended authentic 
learning design, generalizability, and experiential 
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teaching for incorporating emotional presence into 
online course design.
PRACTICE ONE: PREPARING STUDENTS FOR 
DISSERTATION IN COURSEWORK

While doctoral learners’ transition to 
dissertation writing could be fostered through 
a collaborative mentoring process at the early 
dissertation stage as discussed above (Peters 
et al., 2015), we believe it is important to equip 
students with the competencies needed for the 
dissertation during the coursework stage. Given 
such, it becomes critical to utilize CBE rationales 
in our fully online doctoral program to identify and 
incorporate the essential knowledge and skills into 
the program/course design. Aligned with the CBE 
rationale, the first practice discussed here uses an 
online statistics course design as an example to 
show how to prepare online adult learners during 
the coursework stage.

Past research has questioned the effectiveness 
of online statistics teaching due to the abstract 
nature of this subject (Larwin & Larwin, 2011; 
Lu & Lemonde, 2013). It was claimed that online 
statistics teaching barely produced comparable 
learning outcomes to those of face-to-face 
teaching, especially among lower-performing 
students. In this situation, it becomes the central 
focus of doctoral programs to offer quality online 
statistics courses where students can learn and 
acquire the expected dissertation competency. The 
sequence of course content, communication modes, 
and assignment structures should be considered 
(Baldwin, 2017), and effective instructional 
strategies (e.g., curriculum and instructional styles 
and pedagogical means) should be incorporated 
into the design to guide the development of 
course content, student engagement, and learning 
activities (Bonk & Dennen, 2003). Instruction 
regarding reflection should also be incorporated 
into the course design to enhance the breadth and 
depth of higher order learning in a blended course 
(McDonald et al., 2014).

In the online, doctoral-level educational 
leadership program discussed in this paper, the 
online, doctoral-level introductory statistics course 
covers fundamental statistical concepts and focuses 
on the application of statistical tests in research. 
The course’s ultimate goals are that students gain 
fundamental statistics knowledge, understand 

quantitative research design, and, most importantly, 
apply their knowledge base to actual data analysis 
for their dissertation. After identifying such an 
anticipated competency for students’ dissertation 
writing, the instructor laid out the specific 
knowledge and skills the students were expected to 
master for their dissertation writing, which included 
basic concepts about quantitative research design 
and variables, descriptive statistics, correlation 
and simple regression, independent samples t-test, 
dependent samples t-test, one-way ANOVA with 
post hoc test, and chi-square. IBM SPSS software 
was also utilized in this course so the students could 
acquire practical skills for their dissertation research. 
Each course module was then carefully designed to 
ensure that the students acquired the knowledge 
mastery and skills regarding the concepts identified 
above. Each unit included three components (i.e., 
study materials, quiz, and miniproject assignment), 
and students were required to complete each in 
order. Under study materials, multiple lectures 
on PowerPoint were presented in 5- to 15-minute 
short videos to cover various topics. Lectures 
on big topics were broken down into a series of 
shorter episodes to ensure that the lectures could 
fit into nontraditional students’ schedules. In each 
module, quizzes were used to enhance the students’ 
conceptual learning of statistics, and miniproject 
assignments were used to develop the students’ data-
related skills using IBM SPSS. Meanwhile, optional 
weekly synchronous Q&A sessions were conducted 
via Zoom to provide “face-to-face” communication 
for clarification, feedback, or lectures in the hope 
of enhancing immediacy by building a sense of 
an online learning community (Tsai, et al., 2008; 
Williams, 2010).

In a qualitative study, 15 students were asked to 
answer five open-ended reflection questions (Yang, 
2017) about how they perceived the effectiveness 
of the instructional strategies and course design 
features of this course (Jiang et al., 2019). The five 
reflection questions were: 

1.	 What was the most effective instructional 
strategy (such as PowerPoint with lectures, 
documents, miniproject assignments, weekly 
Q&A sessions) that helped you learn? 

2.	 How do you perceive the instructional 
strategies adopted or the course design in 
this online course? 
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3.	 Were there any other instructional strategies 
that were not adopted in this course that you 
used on your own? 

4.	 Were the learning activities helpful for you 
to learn the concepts/materials? What kind 
of activity (activities) did you find the most 
helpful? 

5.	 Do you have any other comments for the 
course? Please be specific.

Content analysis revealed that students 
preferred PowerPoint presentations with lecture 
recordings and synchronous Q&A sessions. More 
importantly, students valued the cohesiveness 
of the course design and the umbrella design 
encompassing PowerPoint, Q&A sessions, 
supplemental documents, the miniproject 
assignment, and quizzes. All strategies were 
perceived by students to be closely related and 
to build their data analysis skills. For example, a 
student stated that they liked how the course design 
“was the spiraling of concepts from one lesson to 
the next. We continued to use the terminology and 
strategies week to week. Each week in IBM SPSS 
built upon a previous week.” When asked to reflect 
on their learning experiences, students said they 
enjoyed the opportunity to play around with real 
data in their coursework. While learning theory is 
the cornerstone of learning, CBE could help bridge 
the gap between academics and working fields by 
transforming knowledge into concrete skills that 
learners need to master and implement in the real 
world. A student shared,

The learning activities were especially helpful. 
The assignments that we completed each week 
helped me to apply the concepts. The practice with 
the IBM SPSS program was very beneficial and 
actually enjoyable. When I completed a weekly 
assignment, I felt a great sense of accomplishment 
and understanding. Although I am not sure I 
recognize every time I should use a particular test, 
I am much more confident than I was when I began 
this course.

It is evident that students gained self-efficacy 
and became more confident in using the skills they 
learned in this course for future work. Students’ 
feedback about this CBE-oriented course design 
makes us realize that adult learners heartily value 
the direct impact of classroom learning when the 

course design empowers them to apply what they 
learn to solving real-world problems (Holton et 
al., 2001). A student simply pointed out that we 
need to “work on the dissertation throughout the 
online courses.”

Based on the practice used in this online 
statistics course in the doctoral-level educational 
leadership program discussed in this paper, our 
belief is that a competency-based course design 
could be the key starting point in preparing students 
for the transition to independent research. In a 
course where modules are built upon the anticipated 
competencies required for students’ future projects 
and where course learning activities are well-
aligned with the needed outcomes, students will 
be more likely to move towards their dissertation 
writing goals with confidence. In this case, the 
capability and confidence students built from the 
coursework could be readily transferred to their 
dissertation writing, making them less likely to get 
intimidated by their dissertation research projects 
(Johnstone & Soares, 2014).
PRACTICE TWO: RELATIONSHIP BUILDING IN 
DISSERTATION WRITING

Past research on the CoI framework suggested 
the importance of the emotional component in 
online learning (Cleveland-Innes & Campbell, 
2012; Stenbom, Hrastinski, & Cleveland-Innes, 
2016; William, 2017) and age was found to be 
significant to online learning (Akyol et al., 2010; 
Shea & Bidjerano, 2009). In this paper, we would 
like to further argue that, given the characteristics 
of online, nontraditional adult learners, more 
attention should be paid to emotional presence 
and relationship building in mentoring learners 
in dissertation writing. Since older learners may 
have a different perception of learning because of 
their prior work and life experiences, andragogical 
strategies should be reconsidered to help 
nontraditional adult learners with the dissertation.

There are many different approaches to writing 
a dissertation and no one approach is necessarily 
better than another. This holds especially true 
for nontraditional adult learners who work full 
time in a leadership position in K–12. Learners 
in our doctoral program all present with different 
backgrounds, learning styles, capacities, and skill 
sets. For students with a clear dissertation idea 
in mind, the chair’s standard guidance quickly 



JOURNAL OF EDUCATORS ONLINE

leads them to identify the problem and lay out the 
methodological details of the study, but for others 
with only remotely appropriate research ideas, 
more effort is needed from both the student and the 
mentor. Students’ intrinsic motivation for taking 
the initiative in this case sets successful learners 
apart from their counterparts (Joyner, et al., 2018). 
Students’ successful dissertation completion is 
highly contingent on and affected by an individual 
student’s competence and dedication to the 
process. Learners who possess excellent writing 
and communication skills are usually the best at 
taking direction from their chairs and making 
suggested revisions throughout the dissertation 
process; those who do not choose to take direction 
from the chair are the ones who make the process 
the most difficult.

In this online doctoral program, students hold 
school leadership positions, and at times may be 
more resistant to taking instructional directives 
from mentors. It is worth noting that students’ 
emotional states could get in their way during the 
dissertation writing stage. Learners sometimes feel 
frustrated, exhausted, and angered by their slow 
progress. It is not uncommon for chairs to work with 
learners who may no longer be willing to listen or 
grasp their advisor’s words of wisdom. The quality 
of the dissertation becomes less of concern to such 
students than reaching the finish line.

The experiences and observations mentioned 
above led us to one key question: What are the best 
practices that could help students make progress 
with the dissertation? In the online statistics course 
discussed above, synchronous communication via 
Zoom conferencing created a welcoming tone for 
the students and personalized their online learning 
experiences. Similarly, relationship building was 
found to be a critical component in dissertation 
writing (Jiang & Koo, 2020). In a qualitative study, 
35 doctoral students in the online educational 
leadership program were asked three open-
ended questions regarding their online learning 
experiences: Question 1 asked about students’ 
overall online learning experiences and whether 
they were satisfied and why, question 2 asked 
about the challenges students faced in their online 
learning, and question 3 focused on what they 
needed for a better online learning experience.

Students’ responses showed their recognition 

and appreciation of the connection they had with 
their instructor and peers. One student stated, “I 
am grateful for my advisor [who] also served as my 
dissertation chair. Dr. A was always responsive, 
answered emails promptly and did not hesitate to call 
me when necessary. Three reasons: convenience, 
responsive professors, clear expectations.” Such 
a statement indicates that students need a close 
connection with their chair and it highlights the 
importance of relationship building in creating a 
collaborative online learning community. When 
asked about the challenges they faced in online 
learning/mentoring, some students showed their 
disappointment due to a lack of connection or sense 
of belonging to the program. They conveyed strong 
messages about the need to get connected to their 
chair and peers for either educational resources or 
simply for psychological support. For example, a 
student suggested “more face to face interaction” 
and a “once a year meet and greet” with faculty: 
“A schedule of expected communication between 
professor and student . . . at a minimum of monthly 
[meetings].” More than that, students expressed 
their need for more connection with the program 
and the university as a whole. Some wanted “more 
interaction with fellow classmates” and expressed 
a need to “connect students to other university 
information and discussions.” On-site connections 
were noted by quite a few students: “Meeting 
professors and other students in person or have a set 
day for a video conference for part of the learning.”

From the students’ responses above, we 
determined that there is a great need to get students 
and advisors connected and working in collaboration 
through different venues, including asynchronous 
and synchronous online communication. From 
the mentor perspective, it was evident that a 
strong learner-chair relationship is the key that 
would keep the learner-chair connection open to 
guarantee effective and efficient communication in 
facilitating dissertation work. No matter whether 
it is in-person, face-to-face communication, video 
conferencing, or telephonic interaction, the keys 
are to make connections, build a relationship, and 
keep communication open so learners feel safe and 
confident in their dissertation writing (Smith et 
al., 2017). The learner and the chair must function 
as two individuals in a “collaborative relationship 
who aim to resolve an educational issue” (Stenbom, 
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Jansson, & Hulkko, 2016, p. 38). In addition to 
providing expectations and guidelines revolving 
around appropriate engagement and participation 
to enhance students’ comfort “in exchanging 
constructive, collegial ideas with others” (Reio & 
Crim, 2013, p. 31), a relationship of inquiry should 
be established between an advisor and advisee 
when face-to-face communication is lacking 
in the online learning environment (Stenbom, 
Hrastinski, & Cleveland-Innes, 2016). Relationship 
building is the key in creating an authentic learning 
experiences for online learners.
DISCUSSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

While the dissertation writing process is 
certainly not new, the mode by which online learners 
complete the process has taken on a new blueprint. 
The research-based best practices presented above 
show great potential to provide effective online 
teaching and mentoring practices in working 
with nontraditional students in higher education. 
To facilitate the work of nontraditional, online 
dissertation students, our first thought is to apply 
CBE theory in creating a doctoral program that 
prepares students for the dissertation challenge. The 
pedagogical strategies that should be focused on in 
course design first include establishing anticipated 
learning outcomes, aligning instructional pedagogy 
with the identified competencies and skills, and 
making curriculum and instruction adjustments 
based upon student feedback. It is critical to map 
the anticipated competencies to the course learning 
outcomes to ensure course design success through 
objective assessments (Gyll & Ragland, 2018; 
Nodine, 2016). Furthermore, it is important to make 
students aware of the course alignment so they 
understand that the knowledge and skills learned 
in the course are applicable in the real world so 
that students’ learning interest, self-efficacy, and 
learning effectiveness can be enhanced.

Secondly, building relationship with students 
is the key starting point in working with them 
in the online learning environment. Reflecting 
on the practices used in teaching and mentoring 
dissertation students, and the feedback collected 
from students, we believe emotional, psychological 
support could be the magic missing piece to 
online learning and mentoring. On top of the 
teaching, cognitive, and social presence elements 

of the CoI framework (Garrison et al., 2000), it 
was evident how critical the emotional component 
is in the dissertation process. As Cleveland-Innes 
and Campbell (2012) proposed, the exchange of 
emotion, affect, and feeling between the chair and 
the student may be indispensable to the success of 
dissertation mentoring online. In the online learning 
environment, psychological support should be 
the first issue addressed before proceeding to the 
dissertation work per se. Given that, individualized, 
one-on-one chair-student interaction should be 
provided to address the challenges nontraditional 
dissertation students face in the online setting.

There are several specific practices that can 
be beneficial to nontraditional online dissertation 
students:

1.	 In the proposal writing stage, respect 
students’ different learning styles to meet 
their individualized needs. Some students 
prefer meeting face-to-face while others 
are comfortable with receiving written 
feedback. Chairs should do their best to meet 
individualized student needs and embrace 
different learning styles.

2.	 Regardless of the format of the 
communication, focus on establishing 
a great sense of trust, flexibility, and 
belongingness in the learner-chair 
relationship.

3.	 In the data collection stage, keep the 
communication channel open so that strong-
willed students can be directed to follow 
the proposed design without deviation 
and conduct research within the ethical 
parameters.

4.	 In the post–data collection stage, make 
sure to continue weekly communication 
via phone, online, and in person. Learner-
chair interactions and the frequency of 
those interactions normally are the deciding 
factors in students’ completion of the 
dissertation process.

5.	 Build a supportive community where 
students are wholly supported by strong, 
nurturing committee members. We must 
understand that the dissertation is vastly 
unpredictable, unparalleled in rigor, and 
contingent on many factors. Therefore, it is 
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important to establish a good, coherent bond 
among the learner, chair, and committee 
members.

6.	 Focus on the long-term student-chair 
relationship. Students who establish strong 
bonds with their chairs are more likely to 
successfully complete their dissertations. 
Sometimes a close relationship with the 
chair postgraduation enables them to pursue 
a teaching job in higher education.

CONCLUSIONS
The move from face-to-face classroom 

instruction to online instruction has changed 
teaching and how students learn. To ensure 
nontraditional students’ preparedness for the 
dissertation and future challenges, we must 
embrace the theoretically founded practices put 
before us that have been shown to be successful 
and use CBE for structuring an effective program. 
Additionally, CoI guidance must be utilized when 
building an interactive, collaborative learning 
community in an online learning environment. 
By sharing the time-tested strategies that we have 
utilized in the process of leading learners through 
the dissertation, it is our hope to shed light on 
ways to enhance online educators’ teaching and 
mentoring competencies in higher education.
LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

This paper focused on nontraditional adult 
dissertation students in the educational field; 
therefore, the discussion and conclusions might be 
limited in their implications for other majors and 
populations in higher education. Future studies 
could examine different student bodies, such as 
those who learn in different settings with different 
cultures (i.e., low SES, rural, or marginalized 
populations), regardless of being traditional or 
nontraditional. After all, taking advantage of 
technology and the internet and finding ways 
to maximize their advantages for educational 
purposes should be goals for all educators.
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