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We are grateful to the Editor of Operant Subjectivity for inviting the five
of us to write this collaborative article addressing the cOlnparabilities of
and differences between our two independently sublnitted Q studies
(Burkholder & Janson, 2013; Baltrinic, Waugh, & Brown, 2013)
exalnining doctoral student conlpletion. The virtually sinlultaneous
appearance of two Q studies exalnining the saIne phenolnenon
understandably attracted the Editor's and reviewers' attention and gave
rise to this unique opportunity to exall1ine the studies side-by-side.

What follows are a few discussion points relevant to design
sinliIarities and differences between the two Q studies, including
reflections and thoughts about further research and discussion about
the generalizabiIity of Q research-Le., about the "reliable schelnatics"
(Tholnas & Baas, 1993) that exist in our respective studies of PhD
student progranl con....pletion in the field of counselor education.

Convergences and Divergences
Coincidental Beginnings
The study by Baltrinic, Waugh, and Brown (BWB) was initiated in a Q­
nlethodology selninar (taught by Brown) and was inspired by
experiences in a counseling doctoral residency selninar designed to aid
first-year students' adjustlnent to full-tiIne doctoral study. The study by
Burkholder and Janson (BJ) was an extension of Burkholder's (2009)
dissertation, a phenolllenological study of doctoral students who, like
hilnself, had returned to their progranls following a brief hiatus. It was
Burkholder's desire to capture the perspectives of counselor educators
in addition to doctoral students that led to his collaboration with Janson,
who had also taken an earlier Q-Il1ethodology workshop with Brown and
had written a Q-based dissertation (Janson, 2007).
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The authors of the BWB study were not initially aware of the BJ
study. As they were conlpleting the design phase of their study,
however-Le., putting the finishing touches on the Q salnple and
obtaining IRB approval-they becalne aware of the BJ study as they
began to consider selection of the P set. Out of curiosity, Baltrinic and
Waugh (unknown to one another) also conlpleted the BJ Q sort, which
was accessible on-line through a counselor education listserv.

With the exception of Brown, the authors of both studies are
counselors and have either graduated fronl or are currently enrolled in
Kent State University's Counseling and HUlnan Developnlent Services
doctoral progranl, which has historically encouraged enrolhnent in
Brown's senlinar and the pursuit of Q dissertation research. Parallel
personal experiences have also been a driving factor in both studies. As
noted, Burkholder returned to doctoral studies following a selnester
leave, which sparked his interest in doctoral student conlpletion.
Additionally, all of the counselor researchers conlpleted a first selnester
doctoral residency selninar (taught by the saIne professor) that focused
on the tasks necessary for progranl progression, conlpletion, and post­
degree career choices. It was in the context of this selninar that Baltrinic
and Waugh learned that as 111any as 50% of doctoral students do not
conlplete their progranls, a troubling fact that influenced their study
design during the Q selninar. As a result, it is safe to say that all of the
authors have an interest in progranl conlpletion and have develop'ed an
interest in enlpirically exalnining this topic through the fralnework of Q
nlethodology. It is not surprising, therefore, that their accidentally
tandenl studies have constituted yet another exalnple of "seeing
together" (Ryan, 2011).

Purpose
The purposes of both studies are rooted in the personal experiences of
the authors and have sinlilar intent: To turn personal experience into a
research experience that nlight benefit other doctoral students facing
sinlilar circunlstances; that is, students who are considering departure
fronl study or have actually left a program.

Study 1 (BWB): The purpose of this study was to describe and
illustrate a strategy for uncovering student and faculty
perspectives about progranl retention and conlpletion in a
departlnent of counselor education and supervision and to use
those perspectives as a springboard for reconnnending policy
innovations.
Study 2 (BJ): This study investigated departlnental approaches
believed to best support counselor education doctoral students
toward the successful cOlnpletion of their degrees.
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The elnergent factors fron1 both studies were clearly intended as a
vehicle for discussion with progranl faculty about how best to help
students conlplete their progranls. As can be seen:

BWB: Analysis revealed three Q factors: (a) those participants
who view the students as flourishing under the guidance of an
encouraging faculty, (b) those concerned with issues of diversity,
and (c) those who stress the inlportance of external supports of
falnily and friends. These factors, conceived as decision structures,
serve as a basis for reconllnending various courses of action
designed to address problenls that are iInplicit in the three
perspectives.

B}: Four factors elnerged froln the data, each representing distinct
collective perspectives: (a) focused and clear Inentoring, (b)
prograllllnatic and financial clarity, (c) relationships that facilitate
relevant learning, and (d) caring and support. These factors aiIned
to increase and diversify the ideas doctoral progranls Inay
consider when addressing student cOll1pletion, as opposed to
"discovering" a set of best practices.

Number and Nature ofFactors
It lllight initially be thought that the differences between the factors of
the two studies (in both nUlnber and content) nlight be a result of the
different sources that were used for the concourses as well as the
participant sets used in each study. For instance, in the BWB study,
although the authors did utilize professional literature that was not tied
to any particular progranl, other sources of inforlnation used-notes
fron1 a doctoral residency selninar class, interviews with faculty
Inelnbers/students, and a doctoral student handbook-all originated
fro III one university's counselor education and supervision doctoral
progranl. Conversely, in the B} study, the sources utilized by the authors
(interviews with students and faculty, statenlents fronl conceptual and
elnpirical literature) were not affiliated with one particular progranl.
The saIne could be said of the participant sets used in the two studies. In
the BWB study, the participants were representative of one counseling
progranl, while in the B} study the participants were solicited fronl a
national electronic listserv open to the entire counseling conlnlunity.
Therefore, the possibility exists that SOllle differences between the
factors of each study (for exalllple, the presence of a diversity tolerance
factor in the BWB study that was not present in the B} study) could be an
idiosyncratic feature of that particular university's counseling progranl.
This is neither unprecedented nor particularly surprising. Rhoads and
Brown (2002), for instance, provide reasons why a factor located in one
site failed to appear in another site.

The silnilarities anlong the factors of each study (broadly stated, the
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inlportance of relationships between faculty and students, and financial
support) are likely due to the universal nature of these variables and the
inlpact they have on doctoral study and conlpletion, which is reflected in
the literature (Hoskins & Goldberg, 200S; Hughes & Kleist, 2005; Nettles
& Millett, 2006; Protivnak & Foss, 2009). It is hard to iInagine these
factors being other than universally present anlong doctoral students
and faculty in all doctoral progralns.

The Practical Value of Findings

The basic prenlise behind the BWB study is that doctoral student
progranl persistence is a two-way street involving interactions between
students and progranl. This study supports the findings of the B} study
in that a cOlnbination of individual, progranlnlatic, and relational
supports are essential for student progranl persistence, and not just at
the beginning of their progranls, but throughout the advising and
candidacy phases. Based on experiences in their own progralu, Baltrinic
and Waugh consciously included stateluents fronl the diversity
literature in their Qset in response to their experiences with students of
color in their particular progranl. One of thei r findings was that the
progranl needed to create a "safe zone" characterized by the
acknowledgluent of student diversity. Siluilar to the B} study, the
findings of BWB support the need for faculty to review all factors in
recognition that one size does not fit all when developing and
inlplenlenting departnlental practices.

After nlultiple readings of the Inanuscripts, a dialogue between the
lead authors yielded consensus on the key siIuilarities and differences
between the studies. The authors of BWB, for instance, proposed that
faculty advising and faculty lueetings provide the key forunls for the
utilization of findings. They also reconlluended assertive outreach,
student advising-load luanageluent, reflective questions, and standard
criteria for the evaluation of students' idiosyncratic needs and status.
Collaboration on professional activities and the dissertation in particular
was shared by all three of these factors. Regarding differences, diversity
tolerance and the creation of a "safe zone" within the progranl vs.
outsourcing student diversity supports were regarded as essential for
progranl conIpletion.

One of the propositions highlighted by the B} authors was that the
existence of a set of "best practices" for doctoral student conlpletion
nlight be a nlyth. Individual institutions likely have idiosyncratic needs;
instead of searching for "the answer" (which has been the focus of
retention research since its beginning), progranls nlay want to focus
nlore on exanlining the needs of their students. This could include
doctoral students sorting the Q sanlple used in the B} study. The
B} authors also stated that approaches could be categorized as (a)
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Students are encouraged to stay aware of their needs,
strengths, and weaknesses to be psychologically healthy.
Students are encouraged to talk about personal or
professional issues and concerns as they arise.

(22)

progranllnatic or (b) relational, and that faculty should consider both.
Regarding siInilarities, the authors note that both studies identified the
inlportance of the relationship between faculty and students and the
safe and trusting environnlent that this can create. They also lnentioned
collaboration on professional activities (writing and presenting) and the
inlportance of financial support. Regarding differences, diversity
tolerance was not present in the BJ article, which, however, identified
the iInportance of doctoral students having clear expectations and
understandings of what doctoral study requires and how best to
cOlllplete it-a diInension not identified in the BWB study.

Generalizability and "Reliable Schematics"
Having noted the coincidences, siInilarities, and differences between our
studies, we considered the potential of our joint findings for counselor
education progranls and the faculty and counselor educators in training
within theln. When exanlining these two studies on the subject of
counselor education doctoral student cOlllpletion, each designed without
prior knowledge of the other, the next question that inescapably arises
is: Are the factor findings generalizable to other counselor education
progranls?

.As has been pointed out on previous occasions (Expositor, 1987;
Tholnas & Baas, 1992-1993), replicability as to facts can be achieved
when the sanle Q statelnents are enlployed in both studies, but that in
the absence of this, cOlnparability can be achieved only through the
observation and cOlnparison of the schelnatics of the factor arrays under
consideration. Consider, for instance, sonle of the positively
distinguishing statelnents frolll the first factor in each of the studies
(consult the appendices in BWB and BJ for the statenlents and scores):

BWB

(33)

(21)

BJ

(15) Educating departlllental faculty regarding the unique
position they are in to positively or negatively influence
students' experience.

Focus on forlning and cultivating faculty Inentorships with
individual students.

In both contexts, a 111entoring environlnent is being fostered and
sOlnething of this kind (however expressed) could be expected to
elnerge in virtually every setting. This would especially be the case when
participants are instructed to reflect on what would be desirable for the



The curriculunl includes the developnlent of teaching and
supervision conIpetencies.

The faculty pronl0tes student-faculty relationships.

(20)

(13)

BI
(11) Encourage individual faculty 111elnbers to cultivate quality

relationships with doctoral students.

Encourage and support students' creativity, initiative, and
curiosity.

The focal attention shared by these two perspectives is on the
prol110tion of close student-faculty relationships (Nos. 13, 11) and on
the acquisition of conlpetencies (Nos. 4,20).

In the case of these two factors, issues of these kinds would be
expected to be ensconced in departlnental handbooks, to be raised for
discussion in professionalizing selninars, and to be internlittent topics of
conversation in the hallways and around drinking fountains, all as a
nlatter of shared c0l11nlunicability within a conlnlunity (Stephenson,
1980). It should not be surprising, therefore, that sil11ilar factors would
appear, even in studies with independent beginnings.

Even so, there are Inediating influences that could run counter to
generalizing tendencies. In this particular case, for instance, although the
conditions of instruction were functionally equivalent-that is, describe
the situation in "your departluent"-all participants in the BWB study
were describing the sanle departlnent, whereas those in BJ study were
for the nlost part describing the situation in different departlnents.
There is also the potential for divergent statistical artifacts: Although
both studies utilized varinlax rotation, the BWB study relied upon
centroid analysis, which extracts conlnlon variance, whereas the B}
study relied upon principal conlponents analysis, which extracts both
conlnlon and specific variance. It is unclear what differences in outcolne
this nlight nlake, but the fact that the BJ study had luore variance to
explain could have contributed to a greater nUluber of factors than in the
BWB study. Finally, even the C0l11nl0n application of varilnax (with all
else held constant) will not necessarily lead to replicable factors, even
though siInilar factors nlay inhere in the correlations. In sonle instances,
it n1ay require judgnlental rotation to reveal conlparable factors
(D'Agostino, 1984; cf. Stephenson, 1984).

Reflections on Further Research
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sake of degree conlpletion. Or consider these positively distinguishing
statenlents fronl the third factor in both of these studies:

BWB
(4)

The conlnlon denolninators that exist alllong each study's factors-such
as the iIllportance of relationships, the need for financial support, and
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the bi-directional nature of student-progranl progression-are, fron1
our point of view, no l11ystery. As previously stated, they are part of the
"Coll1111on knowledge" of the faculty and students in nlost counselor
education progranls. This shared knowledge has been described by
Stephenson (1980) as cOllsciring, where knowledge about a
phenolnenon is conlnlonly understood by all parties involved, but rarely
conlnlunicated in any forlnal or overt way.

It has been our intent through acts of "111odern science" (that is,
through our Qstudies) to nlake scientific findings, or special knowledge,
a conlnl0n conlnlunicable fact of doctoral student life. Thus, our factors,
while not the Procrustean Bed for all counselor education doctoral
students navigating their progranls, can serve as the basis for providing

practical advice (fronl faculty to students and vice versa) about how to
proceed given their perspectives and resources.

One thought on future research concerns the creation of an
integrated Q set that contains salient elenlents fronl our respective
sanlples. This would not necessarily guarantee siIniIar findings of
factors, but it would provide an opportunity to see if factors-derived
fronl the integrated Q set and obtained fronl different sites-l11atch after
being subjected to a second-order factor analysis (see Rhoads & Brown,
2002).

Future research could also attel11pt to isolate institutions of higher
education that have strong doctoral conlpletion rates and, if possible,
individual doctoral departnlents with high doctoral student conlpletion.
Exanlining such institutionsjdepartnlents ll1ay highlight certain known
practices (relational or progranlnlatic) that are used across progran1s
with high conlpletion, as well as reveal new strategies to consider for
facilitating doctoral student conlpletion.

Conclusion
Doctoral student conlpletion Inatters-for students, faculty, doctoral
progranls, and universities-and research has not isolated a proven
approach or set of approaches. Although neither the BWB study nor the
BJ study clainl to provide a solution for doctoral student attrition, we do
feel that both studies' lnethodological choice of Q (the first known
studies on doctoral student conlpletion to do so) has newly
del110nstrated the prolnise of this approach. Nanlely, Q ll1ethodology
provided an unconllnonly nuanced and sophisticated gliI11pse into the
subjective and idiosyncratic nature of doctoral student conlpletion.
Looking ahead, we see Q ll1ethodology's potential as a research­
inforlned vehicle for decision-nlaking (through the use of factors or
decision structures) that 111ay be used in any counselor education
progran1.
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As we reflect on this collaborative effort and on both studies, we
agree that the nlost ilnportant truisnl present is the overarching
subjectivity of doctoral student conlpletion; fronl the way each student
experiences doctoral study, to how they successfully conlplete. Thus, our
collective wisdonl garnered fronl this process leads us to believe that
counselor education progranls nlight avoid a search for singular
solutions to doctoral student attrition, in favor of reflectivity grounded
in faculty-student relationships and engaging in the process of
"searching for subjectivity;" a search that nlay involve the use of Q
nlethodology and yield Inultiple solutions for a prograln's needs.
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