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ABSTRACT

SENSE OF COMMUNITY IN DOCTORAL NURSING PROGRAMS: A 
PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY 
LINDA J. MORGAN
Under the direction o f HELEN F. HODGES, PhD, RN, CNE

Persistence and retention o f doctoral nursing students is an important issue as 

doctorally prepared nurse educators are essential to educate new nurses in order to meet 

healthcare needs worldwide. The purpose o f this study was to examine DNP and PhD 

nursing students’ perceptions o f sense o f community in online-only, traditional face to 

face, and hybrid programs. The literature was virtually silent on sense o f community in 

doctoral nursing programs.

In this qualitative study, the relationship between sense o f community and 

persistence in PhD and DNP nursing programs in the United States was examined. The 

theoretical framework for this study was McMillan’s sense o f community theory. In this 

study, five research questions were examined: a) how do doctoral nursing students in 

online-only, traditional face to face, and hybrid DNP and PhD programs experience a 

sense o f community within their programs; b) how do doctoral nursing students perceive 

the influence of sense o f community on retention, persistence, and academic success; c) 

what experiences, activities, and practices constitute a sense o f community that shaped 

their perceptions; d) how has being a member o f a particular cohort o f doctoral students



influenced personal choices made during that time; and, e) how has sense of community 

in nursing students’ doctoral programs related to students’ experiences in previous 

nursing education programs?

Twenty six doctoral nursing students from 10 random universities throughout the 

United States were interviewed. Three major themes emerged from reading and rereading 

the participant narratives using Crist and Tanner’s (2003) phenomenological data analysis 

method: 1) Building Communities; 2) The Culture of the Learning institution; and 3) Life 

happens.. .Stay the course.



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Online-only educational programs have experienced significant growth in the last 

10 to 15 years secondary to substantive advancements in technology. In comparison, 

traditional face to face programs have grown at a lesser rate. Overbaugh and Nickel 

(2011) reported that over 4.6 million students were enrolled in online classes with 74% of 

institutions of higher learning reporting that online education was part of their long-term 

critical strategies. Allen and Seaman (2011) noted that in 2011, 31% of all college 

students were taking at least one online course and estimated that by 2014 that number 

will increase to 50%. Further, the American Association of Colleges of Nursing (AACN) 

reported that there has been an increase in both online-onlu doctor of nursing practice 

(DNP) and online-only doctor of philosophy (PhD) in nursing degree program since 2004 

(AACN, 2014a).

Doctor of nursing practice degrees have grown significantly since 2004 as a result 

of educational directives mandating advanced practice nurses to have doctoral degrees by 

2015 (AACN, 2014b). The AACN indicated that DNP programs (practice-based doctoral 

programs) increased from 20 face to face programs in fall of 2005 to 241 face to face, 

online-only, and hybrid programs in 2013, with 97 in the planning phases, whereas PhD 

programs in nursing, which began in 1954, have increased at a much slower rate (AACN, 

2014a). Doctor of philosophy programs (research-based doctoral programs in nursing) 

have increased from 103 face to face programs in 2004 to 133 face to face, online-only,

1
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and hybrid programs in 2013 (AACN, 2014a). Doctor of philosophy degrees are up 49% 

since 2004 (AACN, 2014a) with DNP enrollments up 21.6% since 2012 (AACN, 2014a).

Recent data suggest growth of doctoral programs has occurred primarily due to 

the increase in online-only programs rather than traditional face to face programs 

(Holloway & Alexandre, 2012). The increased emphasis on doctoral education in 

nursing is also related to the need for doctorally prepared nurse educators. The AACN 

(2014c) reported that 75,587 qualified applicants were turned away for baccalaureate and 

graduate nursing programs because of an insufficient number of qualified faculty 

members. In a special survey of universities in 2014 assessing faculty vacancies, the 

AACN (2014c) found that of 714 institutions of higher learning that responding (80.0% 

response rate), there were 1236 faculty vacancies.

As the number of nurses in doctoral programs has increased, concerns have been 

raised regarding the alarmingly high attrition rates in all doctoral nursing programs 

including online-only, traditional face to face, and hybrid learning platforms (AACN, 

2014a; Aversa & MacCall, 2013; Stanton & Packa, 2012; Ward-Smith, Schmer, Peterson, 

& Hart, 2013). The AACN (2014a) reported that of 14,699 DNP students enrolled in 

universities in 2013, only 2,443 completed their degrees. Further, AACN (2014a) 

reported that of 5,124 PhD students enrolled in 2013, only 626 students completed their 

degrees. Angelino, Williams, and Natvig (2007) assert that attrition rates for programs 

with online-only educational platforms are 10% to 20% higher than traditional face to 

face programs. For example, Holloway and Alexandre’s (2012) findings showed that 

attrition rates for online-only programs often exceed 50 percent, with higher numbers 

found in the social sciences, including nursing.
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Data have shown that doctoral study can be rigorous and stressful and that peer 

support is an important factor in student success (Holloway & Alexandre, 2012). The 

very nature of online-only education results in students being geographically separated 

from their peers and subsequently they may experience a sense of isolation. Doctoral 

nursing students’ attrition rates have been studied from various perspectives; however, no 

studies were found related to students’ sense of community.

Phenomenon of Interest

The phenomenon of interest explored in this research study is sense of community 

in doctoral nursing programs. The concept of sense of community is primarily 

psychological and describes feelings of ‘personal knowing’ that members of a 

community belong to a collective, and are important to each other (Chavis, Hogge, 

McMillan, & Wandersman, 1986; Chavis & Newbrough, 1986).

Defining attributes of community synthesized from the literature are a group of 

people who: 1) have common interests and goals, 2) reside in the same geographical 

area, 3) share like social interaction, 4) share a sense of purpose between the group 

members, 5) trust and have commitment between members, 6) serve as a resource for 

other members of the group, 7) have rules of behavior, and most recently 8) can be 

spatially separated (Boyles, 1996; Merriam-Webster, 2012; Jewkes & Murcott, 1996; 

LaPointe & Reisetter, 2008; MacQueen et al., 2001; Hillery, 1955; Ni & Aust, 2008; 

Vesely, Bloom & Sherlock, 2007). However, communities are not always inclusionary. 

They also can be exclusionary, such as gated communities where physical barriers are 

erected to prohibit uninvited entrance. The core definition of community that emerged
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from the concept analysis is as follows: a group containing two or more individuals who 

have a common interest and who share common goals (Morgan, 2012).

Recent literature affirmed the emergence of a new sense of community, a virtual 

community (Blanchard, 2007; LaPointe & Reisetter, 2008). The virtual community is 

shaped by people with similar interests but does not conform to the spatial definitions of 

earlier theorists which were bound by space and time. Virtual communities can exist in 

the realm of online education (Morgan, 2012). Online-only doctoral nursing programs 

are more accessible, allowing a wider, geographically dispersed number of nursing 

professionals to obtain PhDs and DNPs (Bigony, 2010). Consequently multiple virtual 

communities of doctoral nursing students are emerging within the United States.

Conrad’s (2005) study on building and maintaining community in cohort-based 

online-only master’s degree students found at the onset of their online-only program 

students each regarded their spouses or significant others as their primary source of 

support, but by the end of their first term they rated their cohort members as their primary 

source of support (Conrad, 2005). In addition, by using the cohort model, it was 

expected and encouraged that each group of learners stay together as a group for two 

years (Conrad, 2005). Their community, visualized through the lens of McMillan’s sense 

of community theory (1976), revealed the concepts of membership, influence, integration 

and fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connections.

One of the most prevalent reasons for dropping out of online-only education is 

absence of sense of community and student engagement, both of which seem to lie at the 

heart of student retention, persistence, learning satisfaction, and ultimately, graduation 

(Annala, Makinen, Svard, Silius, & Miilumaki, 2012; Drouin & Vartanian, 2010).
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Anderson, Standerford, and Imdieke (2010) stated that communities must be grown, and 

with online communities, quality, not quantity, of interactions must be fostered. Through 

sharing values and visions among peers, isolation is prevented and professionalism is 

enhanced and nurtured, cultivating connectedness among the students (Bassi & Plifroni, 

2005).

Broome, Halstead, Pesut, Rawl, and Boland (2011) concluded that future studies 

are needed to determine whether online-only PhD programs are “more or less effective, 

efficient, and satisfactory to students and faculty than traditional ones” (p. 76). Further, 

Broome et al., (2011) stated that future research needs to be completed regarding PhD 

students’ progress through their program, online students’ socialization process, and how 

specific program elements contribute to student persistence.

With the changing landscape of higher education through the development of 

online-only programs, classes are being inundated with a staggering number of students 

enrolling. However, with the shocking attrition rates, it is imperative that research be 

conducted around phenomena that may lead to greater understanding of students’ 

experiences in doctoral education. Whereas sense of community is a phenomenon of 

interest in many disciplines, very few studies have been conducted related to this 

phenomenon and doctoral nursing programs. The anecdotal literature confirmed the 

importance of community, but evidence is sparse about the importance of sense of 

community. There have been very few studies addressing online-only, hybrid, or 

traditional face to face doctoral students and sense of community, and even fewer studies 

addressing doctoral nursing students regarding this topic.



Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative interpretive phenomenological research study was 

to explore DNP and PhD nursing students’ perceptions of sense of community in online- 

only, traditional face to face, and hybrid programs.

Research Questions 

The following five research questions guided this research study:

1. How do doctoral nursing students in online-only, traditional face to face, and 

hybrid DNP and PhD programs experience a sense of community within their 

programs?

2. How do doctoral nursing students perceive the influence of sense of community 

on retention, persistence, and academic success?

3. What experiences, activities, and practices constitute a sense of community that 

shaped their perceptions?

4. How has being a member of a particular cohort of doctoral students influenced 

personal choices made during that time?

5. How has sense of community in nursing students’ doctoral programs related to 

students’ experiences in previous nursing education programs?

Theoretical Framework

Sense of Community Theory

This study’s focus, sense of community, is based on a psychological theory, the 

sense of community theory (Appendix A). Sense of community theory was first 

conceptualized by McMillan in his 1976 dissertation and further refined by McMillan and 

Chavis in 1986. Sense of community theory includes four concepts: membership,
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influence, integration, and a shared emotional connection in time and space (McMillan, 

1976; McMillan & Chavis, 1986).

Membership. Membership is a critical element of sense of community 

(McMillan, 1976). Membership consists of the following self-reinforcing aspects: 

boundaries, emotional safety, sense of belonging, identification with other group 

members, common symbol system, and personal investment (Abfalter, Zaglia, &

Mueller, 2012; Chavis et al., 1986; McMillan, 1976; McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Morgan, 

2012). The attribute of boundaries is exemplified through dressing in certain colors, 

jargon, or through performance of certain rituals that signal to others that certain people 

do or do not belong to the group, and thus protect members from external threat. 

Membership gives members a sense of emotional safety, allowing a sense of intimacy to 

be cultivated (McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Morgan, 2012). Emotional safety allows group 

members to expose needs and feelings without fear of exploitation or recrimination 

(McMillan, 1976; Morgan, 2012). Self-disclosure of personal feelings provides for a 

greater sense of group cohesion, while being known and understood serves to bind group 

members together and produces sense of community (McMillan, 1976; Morgan, 2012).

The concomitant sense of belonging fosters the connection of the group through 

pride of being a part of the group, and members are willing to make sacrifices for the 

good of the group (McMillan, 1976; Morgan, 2012). Cohesion and belonging are 

interrelated. Group acceptance is an important part of a member’s willingness to 

sacrifice for the group (McMillan, 1976; Morgan, 2012). This sense of belonging, 

existence of boundaries, and emotional and personal safety lead to a member’s personal 

investment in the group (McMillan, 1976). Through personal investment the member
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becomes a valuable asset to the group (Abfalter et al., 2012). McMillan (1976) suggested 

these “membership factors fit together in a circular self-reinforcing way” (p. 77). Each 

element fits together with the next, from group boundaries, to emotional safety, to a 

feeling of belonging, to identification with other group members, to personal investment 

in the group, and back again (McMillan, 1976; Morgan, 2012).

Influence. The role of power and influence within a community is one of the 

classic paradigms in sociology (Morgan, 2012). In 1953, Nisbet wrote Quest fo r  

Community based on the role power and influence have in determining the formation and 

function of community. McMillan and Chavis (1986) defined influence as a dynamic, 

bidirectional concept: the influence an individual has on a community and the influence 

the community has on the member. In a tightly knit community, both forces are 

witnessed concurrently. Influence operates in two directions: from the group to the 

member because group decisions carry power, and from the member to the group, 

members’ opinions are heard (McMillan, 1976; Morgan, 2012). An important aspect of 

influence is consensual validation, which assumes that what members feel, hear, and 

understand is experienced in the same way by all group members (Dueber & Misanchuk,

2001). Influence fosters group conformity and cohesion (Abfalter et al., 2012). This 

sense of mattering, making a difference, is an important construct of community 

(McMillan & Chavis, 1986).

Integration and fulfillment of needs. Integration and fulfillment of needs are most 

commonly encompassed by issues of reinforcement (Dueber & Misanchuk, 2001). Each 

community member is instilled with the awareness of being connected in the community, 

and knowing that a certain amount of community resources are allocated to that member,
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a benefit of his or her community membership (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Group 

successes bring members closer together and attract additional members to the 

community (Dueber & Misanchuk, 2001). Group members also share common values; 

when they come together they discover they have similar goals, priorities, interests, and 

needs (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Having certain privileges of membership is viewed 

by members as a benefit for being a part of the community. Benefits are positive 

reinforcement for community members and great motivators of behavior, and are 

necessary to maintain a positive sense of togetherness (Abfalter et al., 2012; Morgan, 

2012). McMillan and Chavis (1986) outlined the following rewards as effective 

reinforcers of communities: community status, community success, and perceived 

competence of community members. McMillan (1976) proposed that reinforcement is a 

motivator of members’ behavior and a cornerstone of behavioral research.

Shared emotional connection in time and space. The belief that members have 

shared or will share history, such as shared experiences, positive interactions, 

identification with the community, or time spent together, facilitates the strength of the 

community (McMillan, 1976; McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Morgan, 2012). If the shared 

event is an important event, the experience will promote a greater community bond 

(McMillan & Chavis, 1986). McMillan and Chavis (1986) indicate that it is not 

necessary that every one of the group members has participated in the historic event but 

that they all share it and identify with the event. Groups that survive a crisis together 

have a stronger bond (Dueber & Misanchuk, 2001). Further, a spiritual bond, or 

community of shared values, is a critical element of community. Group members usually 

possess similar status positions, are amiable to each other, and cooperate rather than
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compete (McMillan, 1976; Morgan, 2012). The more community members interact, the 

closer the relationship, which ultimately leads to a stronger bond.

The sense of community theory continues to be a significant theoretical 

framework in literature and sociological studies, and is one of the leading theories in the 

field of community psychology. Studies conducted using McMillan and Chavis’ sense of 

community theory have focused on multiple types of communities including workplace 

community (Brodsky & Marx, 2001; Catano, Pretty, Southwell, & Cole, 1993; Pretty & 

McCarthy, 1991), immigrant communities and acculturation (Kalin & Berry, 1995; Sonn, 

2002; Sonn & Fisher, 1996), neighborhoods (Ahibrant & Cunningham, 1979; Brodsky & 

Marx, 2001; Chavis & Wandersman, 1990; Columbo, Mosso, & DePiccoli, 2001; Obst & 

White, 2004; Perkins, Florin, Rich, Wandersman, & Chavis, 1990; Riger & Lavrakas, 

1981; Riger, LeBailly, & Gordon, 1981), military (Wombacher, Tagg, Burgi, & 

MacBryde, 2010), gay communities (Proescholdbell, Roosa, & Nemeroff, 2006), 

firefighters (Cowman, Ferrari, & Liao-Troth, 2004), faith institutions (Miers & Fisher,

2002), community and fear of crime (Bachrach & Zautra, 1985), proposed hazardous 

waste facility in a rural community (Florin & Wandersman, 1984); adolescents (Chiessi, 

Cicognani, & Sonn, 2010; Pretty, Andrews, & Collett, 1994), community in China 

(Palmer, Perkins, & Xu, 2011; Xu, Perkins, & Chow, 2010), and online communities 

(Blanchard, 2007; Obst, Smith, & Zinkiewicz, 2002; Rovai & Jordan, 2004). The sense 

of community theoretical framework has the potential for a broad range of applications 

and is consistent with community psychology in sociology, political science, and 

anthropology.
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The sense of community theoretical framework was appropriately applied in this 

nursing research study exploring the phenomenon of sense of community in nursing 

education. This researcher conducted a qualitative phenomenological study considering 

sense of community as it relates to PhD and DNP doctoral nursing students in online- 

only, traditional face to face, and hybrid programs. The sense of community theory 

provided a framework to explore sociological forces in doctoral nursing education that 

provided insight into salient, meaningful rich experiences, as well as student decisions 

around attrition, persistence, and completion.

This study was an interpretive, hermeneutic, phenomenological study.

Interpretive phenomenology is a qualitative research method where the researcher 

identifies a phenomenon (a reality or experience) of interest that is then shared with the 

researcher by participants who have personally lived the experience (Ivey, 2013). The 

participant’s exact words and expressions were the focal point of the data collection 

(Ivey, 2013). Interpretive phenomenological studies allow the reader to interpret the 

phenomenon by understanding its essence (Almeida, 2012). Data consisted of 

participants’ experiences gathered in vivo, consistent with accepted standards of 

qualitative research. Hermeneutic interpretive phenomenology seeks to understand the 

human experience as it is lived within the real life world from the perspective of the 

participants. In addition, concealed meanings in everyday life experiences are 

constructed and revealed (Laverty, 2008). A phenomenological study was an appropriate 

research method because participants’ experiences formed the core of this research study. 

Consistent with the ideals of nursing, the researcher considered the person as a whole and 

valued his/her experience (Almeida, 2012). Moreover, the researcher adhered to
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interpretive phenomenology by recognizing only those who have experienced the 

phenomenon could give meaning to its attributes. This qualitative interpretive 

phenomenological study was designed to obtain rich descriptions of the sense of 

community phenomenon, providing institutions of higher learning and nurse educators 

with greater understanding of the phenomenon and resulting implications for promoting 

future students’ sense of community and persistence through their course of study.

Significance of the Study

Acceptance into a DNP or PhD nursing program ensures membership into the 

community. Interaction between students and instructors, especially between students, is 

essential for building a sense of community within a cohort. Sense of community is 

generated through the interaction of cohort members, which allows trust to be fostered 

and students to feel safe sharing thoughts and experiences and through which students 

provide support, knowledge, camaraderie, and acceptance to each other within the cohort. 

Further, sense of community potentially facilitates increased accountability, student 

persistence and perseverance, and academic success. With an understanding of the 

phenomenon and related experiences, nurse educators can assist in the development of 

sense of community through utilization of teaching methods that fully engage students 

and foster behaviors that lead to sense of community as well as academic success.

Doctoral nursing education programs are concerned about student attrition rates in 

both online-only, traditional face to face, and hybrid curricula. It remains unclear 

whether sense of community is related to student persistence. Theoretical perspectives 

and literature outside of nursing would suggest that doctoral nursing students engaging 

in classroom community online-only, in traditional face to face, and in hybrid
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classrooms, can offer encouragement to fellow students in their cohort to persevere and 

persist, accomplishing their goal of degree completion. Understanding the phenomenon 

of sense of community in doctoral nursing education is an essential element for future 

proliferation of nursing educators who are needed to educate tomorrow’s nurses. This 

research study is a step toward providing additional empirical evidence relating to how 

sense of community is experienced by doctoral nursing students themselves. Further, this 

study contributes to the knowledge base of nursing educators who teach in online-only, 

traditional face to face, and hybrid formats about sense of community and its influence on 

persistence of doctoral nursing students, and contribute to the expansion of nursing 

knowledge.

Assumptions and Biases 

The following were assumptions for this research and were primarily related to 

the psychological construct of the sense of community theory.

1. Community is a sense of belonging, which is subjective and can occur without 

geographic restraints.

2. Community serves as a resource for fulfilling certain needs.

3. Community members are motivated by a sense of responsibility to the community

4. Community members’ support serve as a motivator for other members’ decisions 

to persist in spite of challenges.

5. Sense of community facilitates negative as well as positive outcomes (McMillan 

& Chavis, 1986).

6. There is an indissoluble unity between the person and the world.



7. Participants in this study would be representative and characteristic of typical 

doctoral nursing students.

8. Doctoral nursing students in the sample would be honest in their responses to the 

interview questions asked.

9. Only those individuals who have experienced the presence or absence of the 

phenomenon would be able to provide accurate data.

10. Understanding the experience of community within doctoral education requires 

personal reflection.

Definition of Terms

The following terms are defined for the purposes of this study.

Community - a group containing two or more individuals who have a common 

interest and who share common goals (Morgan, 2012).

Doctor o f Nursing Practice (DNP) program- A rigorous, practice-focused 

doctoral nursing program built upon the foundation of advanced practice nurses 

skills to prepare them for leadership roles (AACN, 2014b).

Doctor o f Philosophy (PhD) in nursing program- A rigorous, research focused 

program to prepare nurses at a higher level of competence to educate tomorrow’s 

nurses, assume leadership positions in basic and applied research, clinical 

positions, and administrative positions (Mercer, 2013).

Hybrid learning platform- integrates online with traditional face to face planned 

classroom activities with 25-74% of coursework online, learners have the 

opportunity of face to face meetings either through on campus orientations or face 

to face scholarly meetings each term (Leners et al., 2007)



Isolation - the feeling of aloneness, when students do not belong to a group nor 

participate with peers, leading to higher attrition in online-only courses than 

traditional face to face courses (Pigliapoco & Bogliolo, 2008).

Online-only learning platform  - instructional method where the teacher and the 

learner are separate in space and possibly time (Teaster & Blieszner, 1999).

Sense o f community - “a feeling that members have a belonging, a feeling that 

members matter to one another and to the group and shared faith that member’ 

needs will be met through their commitment to be together” (McMillan & Chavis, 

1986, p. 9) and

Traditional learning platform - traditional classroom environment where the 

students and the instructor meet together in the same room synchronously, also 

known as face-to-face instruction.

Summary

This chapter provides background information about the growth of PhD and DNP 

programs in nursing and related concerns raised regarding the rates of attrition in higher 

education, specifically doctoral nursing programs. McMillan and Chavis’ (1986) theory 

is the only comprehensive theory of sense of community that exists to date (Obst & 

White, 2004). Since 1986, research in the area of sense of community has flourished, as 

evidenced by the number of studies published using the sense of community theoretical 

framework (McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Obst & White, 2004). Although there was a 

substantial amount of empirical knowledge regarding the nature of sense of community, 

there is a lack of knowledge regarding the impact of sense of community and student 

success, persistence, and satisfaction in online-only, traditional face to face, and hybrid
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doctoral nursing programs. With this gap in the literature there are many questions being 

raised regarding (a) what factors attribute to the high attrition rates of doctoral nursing 

students and (b) if changes in online pedagogy or teaching methods could reverse this 

trend. In this study, the researcher endeavors to ascertain how doctoral nursing students 

perceive sense of community, how sense of community influences success, and what 

experiences contributed to the sense of community in online-only, traditional face to face, 

and hybrid DNP and PhD programs.



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This chapter provides a context of the study, which includes historical, 

experiential, philosophical, and related educational contexts. The concept of sense of 

community is not a concrete entity and is not easily understood without introducing 

several subtopics. In this chapter, the researcher outlines the historical background which 

includes the definition of both community and the concept of sense of community. Next 

the researcher explores the history of the doctoral nursing degree and describes present- 

day doctoral nursing degrees which include both the doctor of philosophy in nursing 

degree (PhD) and the doctor of nursing practice degree (DNP). Experiential and 

philosophical facets of sense of community theory are explored, including a review of 

literature specific to sense of community as it relates to nursing education in online-only, 

traditional face to face, and hybrid programs; the sense of community in doctoral 

education including doctoral nursing education; and the sense of community in 

disciplines outside of nursing in traditional face to face, online-only, and hybrid 

educational platforms. This chapter concludes with a discussion of inferences for the 

proposed study, gaps of literature, and a summary of the chapter.

Context of the Study

Historical Context

The original use of the term community appeared in 300 BC when Aristotle 

reflected on the principle of community (Cohen, 1995). Aristotle first observed

17



18

community in relationship to politics (Cohen, 1995). He saw community as a group of 

men, who shared like values, were self-sufficient, and who ultimately formed city-states 

existing for the sake o f the ‘good life’ (Cohen, 1995).

Ni & Aust (2008) defined community as the feeling o f belonging, trust, and 

commitment among people who share common goals. Community members share 

feelings o f friendship, cohesion, and belonging. Vesely et ah, (2007) defined elements of 

community as a shared sense o f purpose, a delineation o f who is and who is not a 

member o f the community, an enforcement o f rules of community behavior, a 

relationship and interfacing between community members, bond o f trust, respect, and 

support.

Over a span o f 50 years both Hillery’s (1955) study o f community and Conrad’s 

(2005) study o f community defined community as a “group o f people.” Further these 

studies indicated that a community o f people also shared a common interest. This 

interest might be the geographical area in which they reside, such as countries, states, 

towns, or neighborhoods; the religious affiliation or church that the group attends; the 

profession the group practices; an extended family group; a school they attend; or a sport 

in which they participate (Boyles, 1996; Cohen, 1995; Hillery, 1955; Jewkes & Murcott, 

1996; LaPointe & Reisetter, 2008; MacQueen et al., 2001; Merriam-Webster, 2012; Ni & 

Aust, 2008; Vesely et al., 2007). Thus the attributes that the group have in common 

distinguishes them from members of other groups/communities.

Recent literature reflects a new community, a virtual community, where students 

are separated spatially (LaPointe & Reisetter, 2008). This virtual community is shaped 

by people with similar interests but does not conform to the spatial definitions o f earlier
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theory in which groups were bound together by space or time (Morgan, 2012). Virtual 

communities are seen in the realm o f online-only education. Blanchard (2008) defines 

sense o f virtual community as the “members’ feeling of belonging, identity, and 

attachment with each other in computer-mediated communication” (p.325). Through the 

exchange of social support, creating their own and learning other’s identity, members of 

the virtual community have shown increased satisfaction and greater trust among 

members (Blanchard, 2008).

Sarason (1974) first proposed sense o f community as the overarching value o f 

community psychology and believed it yielded merit to the field o f psychology.

However, very little attention was given to the concept and at the time it was largely 

ignored (Sarason, 1986). Following Sarason’s initial outline in 1974 of sense of 

community, McMillan studied the concept extensively in the mid 1970’s and it became 

the focus o f his 1976 dissertation (McMillan, 1976).

McMillan and Chavis (1986) proposed criteria for developing the definition of 

sense o f community which was originally grounded in McMillan’s 1976 dissertation. 

McMillan’s supposition answers the question “what is sense o f community?” The 

proposed criteria included: the definition must be explicit, clear, and concrete with 

identifiable parts; must exemplify the warmth and intimacy inherent to the term; and 

must provide a description o f the progress and continuation o f the experience (McMillan 

& Chavis, 1986). The proposed definition included four concepts contained in 

McMillan’s 1976 dissertation, the seminal work that formed the cornerstone o f the sense 

o f community theory. These four concepts that formed the framework for the definition 

included membership, influence, integration and fulfillment o f needs, and shared
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emotional connection (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Sense o f community is a feeling that 

members have that they belong, a feeling that members matter to not only one another but 

to the group as a whole and because o f their commitment to be together, they share faith 

that member needs will be met (McMillan, 1976).

Belonging can be considered the defining characteristic o f sense o f community. 

The concept o f sense of community, the feelings o f membership and connectedness, has 

been shown to lead to members’ satisfaction and commitment and has been associated 

with members’ involvement in community based activities and development o f coping 

behavior (Blanchard, 2007). In higher education, students experiencing higher levels of 

sense o f community have exhibited increased persistence and decreased attrition rates 

(Hart, 2012). Historically, nursing education has been experienced by students as a 

tightly bound community, often lasting years after students graduate from their programs.

History o f doctoral nursing programs. Nursing education has evolved from the 

original Nightingale design at St. Thomas’ Hospital in London, UK, to an early era o f 

apprentice and diploma education in the United States, to community college education 

for the ASN to meet a nursing shortage post World War II, and to master’s and doctoral 

education (Dossey, 2000; Scheckel, 2009). Beginning in 1924 and continuing today, the 

Teacher’s College o f Columbia University offered nurse educators interested in obtaining 

a doctoral degree the option of an EdD which focuses on the pedagogy of teaching and 

curriculum change (Carpenter & Hudacek, 1996). Because a PhD in nursing was not 

available at the time, nurses in the 1960’s, who sought a PhD were encouraged to obtain a 

PhD in an allied field such as one o f the basic sciences: biology, anatomy, or physiology 

(Draher & Glasgow, 2010). The Nursing Doctorate (ND) degree which began at Case
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Western University in 1979 was the forerunner o f today’s doctor o f nursing practice 

(DNP) degree (Draher & Glasgow, 2010). Presently, doctoral programs in nursing fall 

into two principal types: the research-focused PhD and the practice-focused DNP. In the 

latter part o f the 20th century PhD and DNP doctoral degree programs were developed 

because o f the critical need for nursing to generate new knowledge specific to nursing 

(PhD), and to focus on improving nursing’s unique clinical practice (DNP). Doctoral 

nursing education has grown to embrace not only traditional face to face programs but 

also online-only and hybrid programs.

Nursing suffers from an acute shortage o f doctorally prepared faculty 

(Edwardson, 2004). The AACN (2014c) raised a valid concern regarding the decrease in 

the number of doctorally prepared nursing faculty, which stems from the large numbers 

o f nurse educators leaving education for many different reasons. The “graying o f the 

professorate” is resulting in large numbers o f educators who are retiring, significantly 

decreasing the number o f experienced nursing faculty members (Kirschling, 2014; 

Scheckel, 2009). Another factor influencing faculty to leave academe is the financial 

disincentive to continute teaching (AACN, 2004; De Young & Bliss, 1995). Nursing 

faculty leave academic positions returning to acute care where they are often paid 30% to 

40% ($20,000-$30,000) more than they were paid as nursing faculty (AACN, 2004; De 

Young & Bliss, 1995, Shirey, 2006). The need for doctorally prepared nursing faculty 

has significantly affected undergraduate nursing education, such that there is now a 

waiting list for students (AACN, 2014c). This domino effect o f decreasing numbers of 

nursing faculty is resulting in decreasing numbers o f graduate nurses, in turn threatening
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the nation’s nursing educational infrastructure and subsequently high quality patient 

care.

During 2012-2013, nursing schools turned away almost 80,000 potential nursing 

students. American Association o f Colleges o f Nursing (2014c) data showed that during 

that same school year, 1,358 faculty vacancies were identified among the 680 nursing 

schools that returned the AACN survey. That translates to a national nurse faculty 

vacancy rate o f 8.3%. With the average age o f nurse faculty retirement being 62.5 years 

and the average age o f doctorally-prepared faculty currently being 53.5 years, large 

numbers will be retiring within the next decade (AACN, 2014c). In 2012, the AACN 

found that 13,311 qualified applicants were turned away from master's programs, and 

1,348 qualified applicants were turned away from doctoral programs (AACN, 2014c). 

The lack o f qualified faculty and demand that exceeds supply, have been acknowledged 

as the major barrier inhibiting the acceptance o f qualified applicants into nursing 

programs and one that has put the future o f nursing education in crisis (Scheckel, 2009).

The PhD in nursing is often referred to as the “gold standard” for doctoral 

preparation for nurse faculty as it ensures that nurses are competent to conduct research, 

advancing nursing knowledge and theory (Kirkman, Thompson, Watson, & Stewart, 

2007). The DNP, the clinical doctorate, was proposed by the AACN to become the 

terminal degree for advanced practice nursing by 2015 (AACN, 2014b). Udlis and 

Mancuso’s (2012) study revealed that DNP programs increased by 85% from 2005 to 

2011 with 130 DNP programs in the United States in 2011 and by 66% from 2010-2013 

with 241 DNP programs in 2013.
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The DNP provides advanced preparation in scientific foundations o f nursing 

practice, leadership, evidence-based practice, healthcare technologies, healthcare policy, 

interprofessional collaboration, and population-based health care (AACN, 2014b). DNP- 

prepared nurses do not necessarily receive academic preparation as educators, however 

many will likely function as nurse educators in schools o f nursing because o f the nurse 

faculty shortage (Scheckel, 2009).

Experiential Context

This researcher has had many years o f experience personally with traditional face 

to face learning platforms, exclusively online learning platforms, and most recently an 

online hybrid learning platform. Through personal interaction, this researcher has 

observed firsthand the importance o f sense o f community, both student to student and 

student to faculty. This researcher attended a traditional face to face associate degree 

program in nursing in the late 70’s to early 80’s. Sense o f community was important as 

groups o f students attended classes together, studied together, and encouraged each other 

to complete the program. Beginning in 2006 this researcher enrolled in an online-only 

RN-BSN program where very little if any sense o f community was felt within the classes 

o f 30 to 100 students. To this day, this researcher cannot remember one classmate’s 

name. In 2008 this researcher entered an online-only MSN program in a cohort which 

consisted o f six students. Sense o f community was viewed as much more important 

between the participants. Through email, phone conversations, and online chat these 

students’ sense o f community was cultivated and students felt group cohesion.

Most recently this researcher is engaged in an online hybrid doctoral nursing 

program with PhD and DNP students. This hybrid program has students from all areas o f
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the United States meeting together six times during the six semesters of didactic 

coursework. During the first two years o f this researcher’s PhD program she resided 

3000 miles from the doctoral program she attended. The learning platform was a hybrid 

platform which consisted o f three days a semester in traditional face to face classes at the 

university and 14 weeks o f online classes, utilizing asynchronous and synchronous 

content. These “formation o f scholars” sessions between faculty and peers facilitated 

learning and community building experiences in a scholarly format. Before meeting face 

to face, one o f our professors had us “meet” each other through a discussion thread 

dialogue. It was interesting how students developed ideas o f what individuals in their 

cohort would look like based on their online personalities. This researcher has personally 

experienced sense o f community in all three learning platforms. Each o f these learning 

platforms has revealed a different aspect of the sense o f community concept and instilled 

inquisitiveness in this researcher to discover how doctoral nursing students define sense 

o f community and what it means personally to each participant.

Philosophical Context

The context of this study is grounded in qualitative phenomenological 

perspectives o f ontology, epistemology, axiology, and methodology. The philosophic 

underpinning o f qualitative research dates back to Kant, in the 18th century, who 

questioned Descartes’ ‘cause and effect’ method o f explaining all things (Gunther, 2005). 

Descartes’ 17th century view o f science was grounded in an observable, objective reality 

and is known as positivism. Descartes’ world view dominated the understanding o f the 

nature o f knowledge, origin o f values, and the nature o f reality for more than a century, 

and accepted norms o f positivism have predominantly driven approaches to research and
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learning since that time. Kant however proposed that not all nature was explainable by 

‘cause and effect’, that perception was more than the act of observation, and that what 

was observed was not the only reality (Owen, 1994). Later, in the 19th century, 

existentialists such as Kierkegaard and Hegel, advanced Kant’s ideas (Streubert & 

Carpenter, 2011). Hegel, for example, who drew on Kantian epistemology, questioned 

the validity o f studies that utilized a positivistic scientific method while studying human 

subjects and the world around them (McPhail, 1995). Existentialism, a philosophical 

movement begun in the 19th century, asserted that there are few universal truths; that 

humans create their own moral values and are free to make their own way; and that the 

individual is what is ultimately important. Existentialists expanded on Kant’s ideas to 

explore reality as it is perceived rather than as it is observed (Owen, 1994).

Phenomenology, closely aligned with existentialism, developed through protest o f 

the positivist paradigm (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Positivist principles postulated that 

researchers could study reality that was ordered, rational, and logical (Guba & Lincoln, 

1994). Positivists rely heavily on experimental and manipulative methods, including 

hypothesis generation and testing, and use o f quantitative methods based on the tenets of 

empiricism and reductionism (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The countermovement o f the 

positivist paradigm, the naturalistic paradigm, presumes that reality is not fixed but based 

on individual and subjective realities (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Phenomenology aligns 

itself closely with the naturalistic paradigm with data gathered through the interaction of 

the phenomenologist and the participant (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).

Conscious experience is the starting point o f phenomenology. Conscious 

experiences are unique in the fact that individuals experience them, and live through
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them. This first-person or experiential attribute o f being is a critical part o f conscious 

experience (McPhail, 1995). Consciousness is both a phenomenological and an 

ontological feature o f each experience (McPhail, 1995).

In his 1806 book, Science o f  the Experience o f  Consciousness, Hegel explored 

knowing as a specific stage o f consciousness (McPhail, 1995). Consciousness includes 

temporal and spatial awareness, attention, awareness o f one's own experience, self- 

awareness, kinesthetic awareness, purpose, awareness of other persons, linguistic activity, 

social interaction, and everyday activity in our surrounding life-world (McPhail, 1995).

Although from a philosophic viewpoint, the study of phenomenology stretches 

over a hundred years, it came into its own in the 20th century in the works o f Husserl, 

Heidegger, Gadamer, Merleau-Ponty, and others (Macann, 1993). Husserl is considered 

the founding father o f phenomenology. Husserl and others stressed that people are “only 

vaguely aware o f things in the margin or periphery o f attention, and we are only 

implicitly aware o f the wider horizon o f things in the world around us” (Smith, 2013, p.

1). The main focus for Husserl was the study o f phenomena as they appeared through 

consciousness and is known as a significant influence for many philosophers in the 20th 

and 21st centuries. Husserl believed consciousness to be separate from the world. 

Heidegger, a student o f Husserl, inverted Husserl’s transcendental phenomenological 

method and formed ontological phenomenology (Mcann, 1993), believing consciousness 

to be part o f the world. Gadamer, a student o f Heidegger’s in the 1920s, was influenced 

by both Husserl and Heidegger and extended Heidegger’s work into the practical 

application o f hermeneutic phenomenological research (Laverty, 2003). Merleau Ponty, 

a French philosopher was influenced by Husserl and Heidegger as well, but focused his
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work on perception. Through Merleau-Ponty’s writings on perception, art, and politics, 

and engagement with natural sciences, ecophenomenology evolved in the first half o f the 

20th century (Roy, Petitot, Pachoud, & Varela, 2000).

Sense o f Community in Nursing Education

The academic culture o f nursing education, as is true in all education, is physical 

and psychological. Sense o f community is primarily a psychological concept with 

belonging being considered the defining characteristic (McMillan & Chavis, 1986).

Fewer studies on sense o f community and nursing were found than in general education 

literature with the majority o f studies related to sense o f community and online-only 

educational platforms.

Sense of community related to nursing education has been researched specifically 

in the last decade. The common theme throughout the literature related to sense o f 

community and nursing students is the student’s feeling o f isolation and how sense of 

community assists in diminishing this experience (Bigony, 2010; Bromley, 2010; Cumbie 

& Wolverton, 2004; Drouin & Vartanian, 2010; Gallagher-Lepak, Reilly, & Killion,

2009; Gilmore & Lyons, 2012; Leners, Wilson, & Sitzman, 2007; Sheingold, Hahn, & 

Hofmeyer, 2013). Nursing students have acknowledged that faculty members have a 

major impact on student’s sense o f community within the class. Many studies disclosed 

the importance o f nursing faculty’s ability to design learning materials that promote 

interaction between students whether their learning platforms are online-only or 

traditional face to face (Bigony, 2010; Bromley, 2010; Broome et al., 2011; Campbell, 

Gibson, Hall, Richards, & Callery, 2008; Sheingold et al., 2013).
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Bigony’s (2010) quantitative study o f online-only RN-BSN students stated that 

early development o f sense o f community within the class, facilitated by nursing faculty 

in the RN-BSN program decreased the sense o f isolationism that students initially felt. 

Bromley’s (2010), Sheingold et al.,’s (2013), Foli, Karagory, Gibson, & Kirkpatrick 

(2013), and Ward-Smith et al., (2013) studies concurred the importance o f faculty 

fostering opportunities for students to collaborate, assisting them to overcome feelings of 

isolationism by fostering connectedness, cooperation, trust, mutual understanding 

through innovative learning opportunities. These studies reaffirmed the fact that nursing 

faculty must be a facilitator of not only learning but also o f opportunities for students to 

build communication and cultivate social skills amongst peers thus decreasing the sense 

of isolation. The results indicated that students see peers and faculty as important in 

building sense o f community with the traditional face to face faculty transitioning from 

gatekeeper to coach. This learning environment focuses on building sense o f community 

which empowers nursing students and fosters learning, retention, and professional 

development. The National League for Nursing, in developing core competencies for 

nurse educators, identifies the importance o f creating learning environments that promote 

socialization o f the nursing role (NLN, 2005).

Synthesis o f Literature 

Asynchronous-online education has specific challenges because non-verbal 

communication is either not simulated or difficult to transmit via video in online 

classrooms; innovative approaches must be implemented to bridge this chiasm 

(Gallegher-Lepak et al., 2009). Lee (2009) suggests the use o f discussion boards with 

ice-breakers to encourage student interaction, helping to establish a foundation for the



29

development o f sense o f community. Drouin and Varanian (2010) study o f online-only 

doctoral nursing students found that the lack of physical presence may cause or 

exacerbate feelings o f isolation and disconnectedness.

Watson’s theory o f transpersonal caring framed Cumbie and Wolverton’s (2004) 

study which outlined the need for the development o f a “community o f scholars,” that 

allows students to work together, grow together, share support, and construct knowledge 

together. This community of scholars offered students a sense o f physical presence to 

decrease feelings o f isolation by initiating through asynchronous introductions with 

biographical sketches, photographs, and discussion o f each person’s nursing specialty. 

These introductions then formed a foundation for the student’s sense o f community 

(Cumbie & Wolverton, 2004; Shackleford & Maxwell, 2012). Today more than ever, the 

concept o f interaction must be at the center o f online teaching methods.

The literature provides evidence o f a relationship between higher attrition rates 

and lack o f sense o f community. Literature supports that nursing students desire a sense 

of community that promotes a positive learning experience. Studies indicated a 

correlation between nursing students who experienced a strong sense o f community and 

persistence in both online-only and traditional face to face classes (Drouin & Vartanian’s, 

2010). Atack’s (2003), Campbell et al.,’s (2008), and Gallagher-Lepak et al.,’s (2009) 

studies o f online-only nursing students revealed that relationships built with their peers, 

combined with learner focused learning, decreased attrition rates, increased student 

success, positive correlation between sense o f community, student engagement, and 

student persistence.
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Nursing students shared that increased feelings o f isolation led to increased 

attrition rates and decreased persistence (Atack, 2003; Rice, Rojjanasrirat, & Trachsel, 

2013; Ward-Smith et al., 2013). Studies have shown that isolation and disconnectedness 

leads to fewer students completing their doctoral programs (Broome et al., 2011; Cohen, 

2011; Drouin & Vartanian, 2010; Halter, Kleiner, & Hess, 2006; Lovitts, 2001; Santicola, 

2013; Spaulding & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2012).

Being part of a scholarly community plays an important role in how students 

experience their doctoral journey. Broome et al., (2011) advocated pedagogical strategies 

to assist students with their feelings o f isolation while helping them to be successful in 

doctoral nursing programs. These suggestions include students entering in a cohort, 

yearly or more frequent campus visits to promote social connectedness, and use of 

technology such as web cameras and headphones during synchronous classes to allow 

students to stay connected (Broome et al., 2011). Santicola’s (2013) study also supported 

the cohort model for doctoral education. Students whose program is based on cohorts 

take all their coursework together and thus form a supportive network which decreases 

their sense of isolation and ultimately assists them in completing their doctoral program 

(Pyhalto & Keskinen, 2012). Kiley’s (2009) qualitative study revealed that the role of 

community within doctoral programs was to encourage successfully completion of their 

doctoral program, and conceivably improving time to completion. Pyhalto, Toom, Stubb, 

& Lonka’s (2012) study agreed with Kiley’s (2009) findings, doctoral students who 

recognize themselves as scholarly community members were more likely to complete 

their doctoral degree.



Learning platforms and today’s students (including traditional face to face, 

online-only, and hybrid education; attrition and persistence). Today higher education 

offers many different learning platforms for traditional and nontraditional students. 

Learning platforms that are available to today’s college students include traditional face 

to face only courses, exclusively online-only courses, and hybrid courses that merge the 

face-to-face interactions o f a traditional course with the flexibility o f an online course. 

Online-only education has grown exponentially over the last decade and with it has come 

the need to establish new pedagogies. Online-only students have demonstrated the need 

for online class communities to mirror traditional face to face classroom communities 

(Anderson et al., 2010; Annala et al., 2012; Conrad, 2005; Liu, 2008). Online sense o f 

virtual community, based on the offline equivalent, has been shown to assist online-only 

students to feel a sense o f belonging (Abfalter et al., 2012; Annala et al., 2012). This 

sense of belonging is critical to enhance learning, development o f critical thinking skills, 

and increase problem solving skills (Overbaugh & Nickel, 2011).

Studies o f online-only programs have revealed the importance o f sense of 

community in decreasing student’s sense o f isolation, in contrast to online-only students, 

traditional face to face students experience a sense of physical presence that assists them 

in establishing sense o f community within their classroom (Bigony, 2010; Cumbie & 

Wolverton, 2004). Online-only nursing students cited not having face to face encounters 

and the lack o f a sense o f belonging as reasons for students feeling less connected 

(Billings, Skiba, & Connors, 2005; Dikkers, Whiteside, & Lewis, 2012; Drouin & 

Varanian’s, 2010).



32

There is a significant difference in online-only and face to face peer interaction 

(Gallagher-Lepak et al., 2009; LaPointe & Reisetter, 2008). Studies have revealed the 

importance o f designing learning materials that promote interaction between students 

(Campbell et al., 2008; Gilmore & Lyons, 2012). Educators must be the facilitator o f 

learning for both online-only and traditional face to face students, developing innovative 

approaches to assist students to develop connectedness (Bromley, 2010; Gallagher-Lepak 

et al., 2009; LaPointe & Reisetter, 2008; Ni & Aust, 2008). Another option for 

increasing sense o f community within online-only learning platforms is through the use 

of an alternative format, a hybrid learning platform. These interactions have 

demonstrated an enormous surge in online student’s feelings o f connectedness (Conrad, 

2005; Leners et al., 2007).

Students entering college, usually 18-24 years of age, are considered traditional 

students (Pelletier, 2010). Traditional students are typically financially dependent on 

parents and financial aid, and enroll full time. Adult learners, also known as 

nontraditional and re-entering students, ranging in age 25 years and older, represent 44% 

of all college students (National Student Clearinghouse, 2012). Nontraditional students 

enter college as returning students to update their knowledge and skills related to their 

present jobs or future job, or as first time matriculate. Adult learners, nontraditional 

students, many o f whom are employed, have families, and more responsibilities and 

commitments than traditional students in their early 20s (Cercone, 2008). Adult learners 

often juggle class schedules with family life, work schedules, and other personal 

commitments which demand excellent time management skills.
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Adult learners look for convenience, classes that fit in to their busy schedules with 

the flexibility to work full time coupled with the capability to complete their school work 

after the kids are in bed or before their professional day starts (Kazis et al., 2007; Pusser 

et al., 2007). Characteristically serious, adult learners are typically self-directed, goal 

oriented, responsible for their own actions, and motivated internally and externally. 

Internal motivators for adult learners include increased job satisfaction, self-esteem, 

quality o f life, pride of accomplishment, and the opportunity to self-actualize (Knowles, 

Holton, & Swanson, 2011). External motivators for adult learners include new jobs, 

promotions, and higher salaries. Further, adult learners are less likely to become 

distracted by collegiate social life within the university, less likely to make lower grades, 

and find importance in networking (Knowles et al., 2011).

Online-only education offers the nontraditional student the ability to enroll in a 

course or program that is offered by most institutions o f higher education in the country. 

Online courses provide the same course material and same thoroughness o f traditional 

face to face classrooms. With the dynamic nature o f the internet, state o f the art learning 

experiences that offer flexibility are available (Cercone, 2008). Online courses offer the 

flexibility with fewer restrictions that adult learners need to attend classes and be 

successful. According to the U.S. Department o f Labor, 80% of adult learners who return 

to school persevere and graduate with a degree (Kazis et al., 2007). Statistics show 

traditional students who attend college immediately following high school have a 50% 

completion rate (Kazis et al., 2007).

Institutions o f higher learning are reporting increased attrition rates. Attrition 

takes place when a student drops from the class roll or from school (Angelino et al.,
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2007). Attrition is also a measure used to determine the quality o f education delivered by 

an institution: the higher the attrition, the more problems associated with the institution 

(Angelino et al., 2007). Persistence is continuing towards an educational goal, 

irrespective o f life’s challenges, which leads to successful program completion (Angelino 

et al., 2007; Rovai, Wighting, & Liu, 2005). Retention is a measurement o f the number 

o f students that progress from one class to the next until they graduate with a degree 

(Angelino et al., 2007). Retention has been documented to be a greater issue in the 

online-only classroom (Exter et al., 2009).

Studies have shown that the attrition rate in the United States for higher education 

is 40-50% (DiPierro, 2012; Holloway & Alexandre, 2012; Lovitts, 2001; Rice et al., 

2013). The attrition rate for students in online-only programs is consistently 10-20% 

higher than traditional face to face programs (Rovai, 2002; Terrell et al., 2009; Ward- 

Smith et al., 2013). Attrition in nurse education is not just an issue within the United 

States but has become a worldwide issue (Eick, Williamson, & Heath, 2012; Prymachuk, 

Easton, & Littlewood, 2008). Doctoral attrition is reported to be 30-50% with most 

institutions reporting numbers closer to 50% with doctoral students taking up to 7 years 

to complete their doctoral degrees (Ampaw & Jaeger, 2012; Santicola, 2013; Sherrod, 

Houser, Odum-Bartel, Packa, Wright, Dunn et al., 2012; Spaulding & Rockinson- 

Szapkiw, 2012).

Institutions o f higher learning are reporting increased attrition rates due to 

isolation, and a sense o f cohesion with a group being considered a major factor in student 

success (Anglelino, Williams, & Natvig, 2007; Atack, 2003; Eick et al., 2012; Liu, 

Magjuka, Bonk, & Lee, 2007; Prymachuk et al., 2008; Rovai & Jordan, 2004; Terrell et
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al., 2009). Studies o f doctoral students have shown that low levels o f connectedness, the 

inability to establish membership within the classroom community, coupled with 

students’ feelings o f isolation, have negative effects on doctoral students’ persistence 

(Lee & Choi, 2011; Terrell et al., 2009).

Inferences for Current Study

As evidenced by this review o f literature, there are significant gaps in the 

literature regarding doctoral nursing students, specifically DNP and PhD, and the concept 

o f sense o f community. There has been little research to explore the factors that 

contribute to developing sense o f community in doctoral nursing students. A few studies 

have shown that sense o f community is important for attrition and persistence in non

specific doctoral programs and undergraduate nursing programs. Only one study was 

found, a quantitative study, which looked specifically at doctoral nursing programs. This 

researcher was unable to find any qualitative studies o f doctoral nursing students that 

looked at the phenomena o f sense o f community.

This research study specifically addresses doctoral nursing programs, DNP and 

PhD, and the phenomena o f sense o f community. The AACN (2014a) has raised 

concerns regarding the decrease in the number of doctorally prepared nursing faculty. 

Doctoral nursing education is not heavily researched even though it is critical to nursing 

education. Further, the National League for Nursing’s (2005) core competencies for 

nurse educators have identified the need to promote learning environments that facilitate 

learner development and socialization. With the high attrition rates in DNP and PhD 

programs, and the severe shortage o f doctorally prepared nursing faculty, this study will



contribute to the relatively small amount o f literature pertaining to doctoral nursing 

students and sense o f community.

Summary

In summary, this chapter focused on the context o f the study, definitions o f 

community and sense o f community, and the philosophical underpinning framework o f 

this qualitative study. The review o f literature looked at sense o f community in nursing 

from a historical and philosophical perspective. The synthesis o f the literature focused on 

the phenomena o f interest, sense o f community, as it related to nursing education (DNP 

and PhD), online-only, traditional face to face, and hybrid learning platforms, persistence, 

and attrition.



CHAPTER 3

This chapter explains the methodology, outlining methods used to conduct this 

study. Following a rationale for the selected qualitative research approach, methods 

implemented in the study are discussed. Description of recruitment, sample selection, 

and data gathering are described. Data management and subsequent data analysis 

procedures and techniques are included. Ethical issues, including human subjects’ 

protection issues relevant to this study, are addressed in this chapter. Final sections 

addressed are trustworthiness and limitations of the study.

Research Method and Design 

To capture the experiences of nursing students enrolled in different programs of 

doctoral nursing education, this qualitative research study examined the experiences of 

doctoral nursing students in doctor of philosophy (PhD) and doctor of nursing practice 

(DNP) programs using an interpretive phenomenological qualitative design. Interpretive 

phenomenology is a qualitative research method where the researcher identifies a 

phenomenon of interest that is shared with the researcher by interviewees who have 

personally lived the experience (Ivey, 2013). Exact words and expressions shared by the 

participants are the focal point of the data (Ivey, 2013). Interpretive phenomenological 

studies allow the reader to understand the essence of the phenomenon of interest 

(Almeida, 2012). In this study the researcher obtained verbatim descriptions from the 

doctoral nursing student participants who had personally experienced the phenomenon, 

sense of community (Giorgi, 2009). Utilizing Crist and Tanner’s (2003) data analysis

37
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method, the researcher constructed an understanding of the concept through what study 

participants said and how they conveyed their experiences to the researcher (Creswell, 

2009). An interpretive phenomenological study was an appropriate research method for 

this research study because participants’ experiences of sense o f community formed the 

basis for this study; only those who have experienced the phenomenon o f sense of 

community could give meaning to its attributes.

Phenomenology is relevant for psychological research, but is primarily a 20th 

century philosophy, unlike empiricism which has been guiding natural science research 

since the 17th century (Giorgi, 2009). The phenomenologist is concerned with 

understanding how the participant experiences the phenomena o f interest and gives 

meaning to it, rather than focusing on empirical generalities (Spinelli, 2005). A 

phenomenological study analyzes participants’ experiences as they interact with the 

world around them (van Manen, 1990). Subjective experiences shared with the 

researcher form the core of phenomenological qualitative data (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).

Phenomenologists seek a deeper understanding o f everyday occurrences through 

insightful descriptions and interpretations of world experiences (van Manen, 1990). 

Creswell (2013) states that phenomenology is not only a description o f the meaning of 

the participant’s lived experience but also the researcher’s interpretation o f the different 

meanings.

Philosophically Husserl, a mathematician and known as the father o f descriptive 

phenomenological research, was directly influenced by Descartes, Kant, and Aristotle 

(Giorgi, 2009). Descartes’ and Kant’s concepts o f intuition and essence as preceding 

empirical knowledge, and Aristotle’s concept o f intentionality influenced the
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development of phenomenology (Giorgi, 2009). According to Descartes, intuition is the 

starting place for deriving knowledge o f human experience, and Aristotle defined 

intentionality as the internal awareness that self and world are inseparable components o f 

meaning (Giorgi, 2009).

Heidegger, a student o f Husserl, challenged Husserl’s premise and suggested that 

instead o f focusing on people or phenomena, the lived experience should be the focus of 

understanding (McConnell-Henry et al., 2009). Heidegger saw the role o f researchers 

and their activities as always being-in-the-world, so Heidegger’s approach was not to 

study activities by bracketing the world; rather researchers interpret activities and the 

meaning o f the phenomenon by looking at contextual relationships between things in the 

world (Smith, 2013). He used the term “life-world” to express the concept that people 

are consistently influenced by the world in which they live (Heideggar, 1962).

Husserlian’s phenomenological approach is etic, an outsider’s view, in contrast to 

Heideggerian phenomenology, which uses an emic approach, an insider’s view (Hamill 

& Sinclair, 2010). Heideggerian proponents contend that it is impossible for researchers 

to totally extricate, or bracket themselves from their own identity, the sense o f knowing 

that is developed through personal life experiences (Jones, Rodger, Ziviani, & Boyd, 

2012). Interpretative phenomenology examines personal experiences o f the phenomena 

o f interest.

One o f the major differences between Husserl’s descriptive phenomenology and 

Heidegger’s hermeneutic interpretive phenomenology is the central belief that Heidegger 

considers the whole o f the individual’s lived life and not just the “knowing,” whereas 

Husserl’s phenomenology assigns the “knowing” precedence and does not consider the
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individual’s existence within the world (Benner, 1994; Waterhouse, 1981). Through 

analysis o f the texts collected through oral interviews, a comprehensive picture will begin 

to develop of the phenomenon (Benner, 1994). The researcher’s skills of intuition, 

empathy, and understanding in the analysis o f the data are utilized in interpretive 

phenomenology (Benner, 1994).

Qualitative work is guided by the researcher’s personal beliefs and feelings 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Interpretive phenomenology goes beyond description and 

looks for meanings embedded in what people experience rather than what they 

consciously know (Flood, 2010). Denzin and Lincoln (2005) assert that there are four 

major interpretive frameworks, positivist and post positivist, constructivist-interpretive, 

critical (Marxist), and feminist-poststructural. Creswell (2009) further delineated 

subcategories within the major interpretive frameworks used in qualitative research.

These frameworks include 1) positivism, post positivism; 2) interpretivism, 

constructivism, hermeneutics; 3) feminism(s); 4) critical and public ethnography; 5) 

critical theory and Marxist models; 6) cultural studies models; 7) critical humanism; 8) 

postcolonialism; 9) postmodernism; 10) transformative perspective, realist perspective; 

and 11) queer theory (Creswell, 2009; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Qualitative frameworks 

are ever changing and this list may not account for more recently developed interpretive 

frameworks (Creswell, 2009).

With nursing research leaning heavily towards naturalism, phenomenological 

research has become a popular approach for nursing inquiry (Hamill & Sinclair, 2010; 

LaVasseur, 2003; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Qualitative research involves a naturalistic 

approach, studying the phenomenon in its natural environment (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).
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Naturalistic inquiry begins with the researcher identifying personal assumptions and 

biases about the phenomenon to be studied, incorporating his or her way o f understanding 

the global view of the phenomenon, and then progressing to the study o f the 

conceptualized phenomenon among student participants and concluding in a detailed 

understanding o f the issue (Creswell, 2009). Creswell (2009) bases his definition o f 

qualitative research on the understanding that the inquiry process is grounded in 

definitive methodological traditions o f inquiry that explore a social or human problem, 

and results in holistic picture built on an analysis o f the participants’ words.

Creswell (2009) outlines four philosophical assumptions made by researchers 

when they undertake a qualitative study. These four assumptions are ontological, 

epistemological, axiological, and methodological (Creswell, 2009). The issue of 

ontology, the study of being, relates to the nature o f reality, multiple realities, which are 

embraced by the researcher (Creswell, 2009). Qualitative researchers utilize each 

individual participant’s reality which can be vastly different perspectives as evidenced 

through the themes that are derived during synthesis of individual participant’s exact 

words (Creswell, 2009). The epistemological assumption is concerned with the nature 

and forms o f knowledge, how knowledge is created, acquired, and communicated 

(Scotland, 2012). Qualitative researchers attempt to get close, to lessen the distance, 

between them and the participant being studied (Creswell, 2009). Creswell (2009) 

describes this step as the researcher becoming as ‘insider’ through total immersion in the 

field with the participant’s firsthand knowledge. The qualitative researcher admits that 

the study is value-laden and openly discusses the researcher’s values, biases, and value 

judgments known in the study; this is the axiological assumption (Creswell, 2009). The
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fourth assumption o f the qualitative researcher is the methodology, the procedures or plan 

of action that is behind the choice and use o f certain methods (Creswell, 2009; Scotland, 

2012). The researcher uses inductive logic, reaching conclusion based on observation; 

studies the topic within its context and describes in detail the context of the study; and 

uses an emerging design, “continually revising questions based on experiences in the 

field” (Creswell, 2009, p.21). Guba (1990) describes the net that holds the ontological, 

epistemological, axiological, and methodological premises as a paradigm or framework 

of qualitative research.

Rationale for Research Approach

Phenomenology was chosen as the underpinning methodology for this research 

because it recognizes the value o f human experience. Phenomenology examines the 

individual person and seeks to acquire a deeper understanding o f the nature o f meaning o f 

the phenomena o f interest as it relates to the individual and his or her existence in the 

world. It is within the philosophical framework o f Heidegger, that being in the world as a 

doctoral nursing student can be explored. Heideggerian phenomenology is the 

retrospective reflection o f the individual, and their recollection o f the lived experience.

The phenomenon for this study is “sense o f community” as it relates to doctoral 

nursing students. Phenomenology explores lived experiences o f participants and their 

shared subjective and objective experiences in common with the other participants 

(Creswell, 2013). Another defining feature of phenomenology is that it often concerns a 

homogeneous group of individuals who have all experienced the same phenomena 

(Creswell, 2013). The intended participants, doctoral nursing students, represent the 

homogeneous group.
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Sense of community is a phenomenon that is appropriate for qualitative inquiry 

because the concept is primarily a perception experienced by the person (Chavis & 

Newbrough, 1986). Perception involves the five senses: taste, smell, sight, touch, and 

hearing. Through perception individuals are able to experience the world around them, 

including a sense o f community, the feeling o f personal knowing and interconnectedness 

that members o f a group may experience (Chavis et al., 1986; Chavis & Newbrough, 

1986). A collective group of analogous members that may define themselves as a 

community consists of individuals who are important to each other and this quality makes 

the grouping more than simply a functional unit or a demographic group (Chavis et al., 

1986; Chavis & Newbrough, 1986).

This researcher chose phenomenology because it is the study o f lived experience, 

and hermeneutical (Heideggerian) because it is the interpretive study of the content that 

has been extracted from the participant interviews, the meaning o f their personal lived 

experience regarding sense o f community (Giorgi, 2009; Heidegger, 1962). Both 

descriptive phenomenology and interpretive phenomenology would be appropriate for 

this topic; however, with sense o f community having so many different elements the 

researcher believed a deeper understanding would be gained through a phenomenological 

interpretive approach.

Phenomenological data collection methods incorporate interviewing individuals 

who have experienced the phenomenon o f interest; this is the data collection method that 

was utilized with this study to ascertain the students’ thoughts related to sense of 

community. Phenomenologists analyze the transcripts and reflect on what all the 

participants have in common as they experience the phenomenon o f sense o f community.
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As sense o f community is a social and psychological phenomenon, an interpretive 

phenomenological research method would allow detailed descriptions o f “what” they 

experienced and “how” they have experienced it, in the participants’ own words.

Setting

The setting for this study was universities within the United States with doctoral 

programs in nursing, specifically DNP and PhD programs. The universities’ doctoral 

programs included traditional face to face programs along with online programs that were 

hybrid and/or fully online programs. Participants were identified and data obtained via 

web-based methods and/or telephone and direct contact. Recruitment was not limited to 

a specific geographic area.

Participants

Sampling Method

Participants in this study were selected from the population o f doctoral nursing 

students enrolled in doctor o f nursing practice (DNP) and doctor o f philosophy (PhD) in 

nursing programs from accredited institutions o f higher learning within the United States. 

The sampling technique utilized in this study, which is applied in most qualitative 

studies, was purposive sampling (Polit & Beck, 2011). Purposive sampling is 

intentionally focused on those who have experience with the phenomenon and who can 

articulate that experience clearly. The strength o f purposive sampling lies in the selection 

o f information-rich participants for in-depth study to illuminate the phenomenon o f 

interest (Polit & Beck, 2011). In addition, network sampling (also called snowball, 

nominate, or chain sampling) was utilized (Polit & Beck, 2011). In network sampling, 

participants are asked to identify others who share the same characteristics, thus the
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sample increases, analogous to a snowball picking up more snow as it rolls. The 

participants knew several other doctoral nursing students who met the criteria for 

participation, which allowed the researcher to find other participants who were not 

identified, and thus increased the data depth and breadth (Polit & Beck, 2011).

Inclusion Criteria

Inclusion criteria were established to ensure that a homogenous sample was 

obtained which allowed the researcher to reveal what sense of community meant to 

doctoral nursing students (Crist & Tanner, 2003). The participants could be male or 

female doctoral nursing students enrolled in DNP or PhD nursing programs in accredited 

universities in the United States and could speak, read, and understand English.

Additional inclusion criteria included that the participant would agree (a) to a digitally 

recorded interview; and (b) to possible follow up questions. There was no exclusion by 

age, race, or ethnicity, however, the participant must have been in the doctoral nursing 

program for at least one semester.

Recruitment and Data Collection

Recruitment

Several strategies were utilized by the researcher to recruit students who met the 

inclusion criteria for the study. These methods included email recruitment to participate 

(Appendix B) on the nurse educator listserv, Professional Nurse Educators Group 

(PNEG), and a listserv for doctoral nursing students (RNPHDC-L). Another method 

utilized for recruitment was putting an advertisement in the online newsletter for Sigma 

Theta Tau International (2013), which provided a “global digital service that collects, 

preserves and shares nursing research and evidence-based practice materials” (para. 1).
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In addition, the researcher contacted deans of universities with PhD and DNP programs 

and asked for assistance to recruit participants.

The researcher established a blog at wordpress.com to communicate information 

about the study for interested doctoral nursing students who then shared the information 

about the study with friends and colleagues. Doctoral nursing students who were 

interested in participating in this research study provided the researcher with contact 

information via Survey Monkey™.

Doctoral students who expressed interest in the study received a letter of 

invitation with a link to Survey Monkey™ where they completed an informed consent 

(Appendix C) and a short demographic survey. The informed consent was completed 

according to Mercer University and federal requirements protecting the rights and dignity 

o f all participants. The researcher’s contact information was included in the email, which 

enabled the student to communicate directly with the researcher to clarify the purpose o f 

the study, discuss inclusion criteria, set up a time and preferred method for an interview, 

and to ask any questions they may have about the study. Demographic information 

included name, age, race, gender, program type (PhD or DNP), and learning platform 

(traditional face to face, online-only, or hybrid). A copy o f the demographic survey is 

provided in Appendix D. Dense background demographic information allows 

transferability judgment to be made by others (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The researcher 

reviewed the demographic information at the end of the interview with the participant for 

accuracy and clarity.
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Interviews

A semi-structured, face to face (in person), or web-based meeting using 

technology such as Skype, FaceTime, or telephone interview was arranged with the 

participants and conducted at a time and place convenient for the participant. The 

interviews lasted approximately 60 to 90 minutes. The setting of the interview was 

private, open, relaxing, and free from any distractions which allowed the participant to 

feel secure with the surroundings.

Audio taped interviews were recorded via a digital tape recorder with a high 

signal-to-noise ratio. A backup recorder was used in the event o f recording failure of the 

first recorder. Field notes were documented in a journal before and after the interviews to 

prevent distractions for the participant or the researcher. At the end o f each interview, 

the researcher reminded participants about the possible need for a second contact with 

them via telephone for follow up questions.

Interviewees returned informed consent and demographic forms to the researcher 

prior to the interview via Survey Monkey™. In the web-based informed consent, the 

researcher clearly articulated the purpose o f the study, the time involved in participation 

in the study, and the interview process which included digitally recording the participant. 

Participants were given the opportunity during the contact and prior to the start o f the 

interview to ask any questions he or she had regarding the study.

Due to the limited experience with interviewing, the researcher performed two 

practice interviews. One o f the interviews was conducted face to face with a member of 

the researcher’s dissertation panel. The second pilot interview was conducted via Skype
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with a member o f the researcher’s PhD cohort. Feedback was obtained from both 

participants which assisted the researcher to improve her interviewing skills.

A field journal was kept throughout the research process which included a daily 

schedule and logistics of the study; decisions and rationales about the methodology; 

researcher’s thoughts, feelings, and ideas; and observations, when possible, that might 

not have been audible in the recorded interview, including physical descriptions o f facial 

expressions, vocal intonations, gestures, and body language during the interview (Crist & 

Tanner, 2003; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Further, the researcher used memoing, the 

recording o f thoughts and ideas as they evolved throughout the study (Groenwald, 2004). 

A description of the location o f the interview was also included in the field notes.

Phenomenology allows the researcher to have experienced the phenomenon of 

interest; however, the researcher must utilize self-reflection through the use o f a 

reflective journal to allow objectivity (Guba, 1981; Munhall, 2010). Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) advised the researcher to begin the phenomenological reflective journal from the 

very first day o f the study and write in the journal daily, including thoughts, responses, 

associations, feelings, and perception o f the participant’s feelings during the interviews.

The goals o f a phenomenological researcher when performing a semi-structured 

interview include obtaining as complete an interview as possible, allowing the participant 

to talk freely and tell their story in their own words, and interpreting through data 

analysis experiences through which the participant has lived. Data from oral interviews 

were collected in the form o f digital recordings transcribed into text documents. When a 

participant recalls the experienced phenomenon in detail, it can be intensely evoked, 

almost re-experienced. By using additional prompts, the researcher can encourage even
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more description, allowing the participant to go even deeper and possibly give a more 

textured description allowing a greater understanding of the phenomena (Spinelli, 2005). 

This researcher used a dialogic process for interviewing the participants, utilizing active 

listening and gentle probing to obtain deeper, richer responses from the participants 

(Rossman & Rallis, 2003). Participants were asked one open-ended grand tour question 

related to their lived experience of sense of community with probes (Appendix E) as 

needed to gather sufficient data - Tell me about your experiences in your doctoral nursing 

program.

Data Processing

All data were stored securely at the researcher’s residence. Hard copy data were 

stored in a locked filing cabinet at the researcher’s home; digital data were stored on a 

password protected computer. This included the field notes, demographic survey sheets, 

interview transcripts, and interview guide notes. All participants were de-identified and 

codified by numeric identifiers. The code book, the master list o f numerical identifiers, 

participants’ names, and email addresses, were kept in a separate secured file in a 

separate area o f the researcher’s home. In addition to storage on a password protected 

computer, additional password protection was included on each transcript and on the 

researcher’s work in progress. Data and notes will be kept for three years following 

successful completion o f all requirements o f the researcher’s doctoral program, and after 

such time will be destroyed.

Recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim into written text documents, by 

one transcriptionist, who signed a nondisclosure agreement. Transcriptions were then 

prepared for analysis, and stored in both computer and physical files using the numerical
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identifiers of each participant. Field notes were transcribed as soon as possible after the 

interview by the researcher and interviews were transcribed within 7-14 days o f the 

interview by the transcriptionist.

Data Analysis

Hermeneutic phenomenological analysis is an iterative, non-linear process (Crist 

& Tanner, 2003). Crist and Tanner (2003) refer to this process as spherical, going from 

narratives to the interpretive writing, and returning to past developing findings. This 

spherical process is known as the hermeneutic circle (Crist & Tanner, 2003).

The dissertation committee served as a panel o f experts for the study, assisting the 

researcher to make explicit assumptions that might influence the researcher’s conduct 

during the interview process as well as the interpretation o f the data (Crist & Tanner, 

2003). Recognizing assumptions made by the researcher has been described as the 

forward arc o f the hermeneutic circle and the interpretation o f the data as the return arc 

(Crist & Tanner, 2003). Within the circular process, each narrative was analyzed at the 

same time with other emerging interpretations (Crist & Tanner, 2003).

The researcher followed Crist and Tanner’s (2003) analysis method for 

hermeneutic interpretive phenomenology which includes the following:

1. Early focus and lines o f inquiry

a. This includes critical evaluation o f the investigator’s interview and 

field notes. Lines o f inquiry that result from the interviews guide 

future interviews and guide later sampling to provide richer, deeper 

understanding o f the phenomenon o f interest (Crist & Tanner, 

2003).



Central concerns, exemplars, and paradigm cases

a. The interpretive researcher identifies central concerns as important 

themes or meanings that unfold from specific informants (Crist & 

Tanner, 2003; Benner, 1994). As interpretations emerge they are 

refined through frequent written revisions; subsequently exemplars 

and paradigm cases may emerge (Crist & Tanner, 2003). 

Interpretive writing is a continuous process.

Shared meanings

a. As central concerns become clear, the researcher is able to identify 

patterns of shared meanings. Initial written interpretive summaries 

begin to show connections and constitutive patterns, between the 

meanings found within and across stories (Crist & Tanner, 2003).

Final Interpretation

a. A line of inquiry is provided by subsequent interpretive notes and 

summaries for present and future sampling (Crist & Tanner, 2003). 

Thorough interpretations of excerpts, central concern summaries, 

and interpretive summaries are developed (Crist & Tanner, 2003).

Dissemination o f the interpretation

a. Texts of interpretations are refined. This phase continues as an 

iterative process between the transcripts, field notes, and researcher 

(Crist & Tanner, 2003). Documentation of refinement becomes 

part o f the theme log and provides as an audit trail (Crist & Tanner,
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2003). Interpretation is an unending process with readers making 

the final interpretation (Crist & Tanner, 2003).

Excerpts from the interviews were extracted to illuminate themes in the 

participants’ own words. Expert review was provided by the dissertation chair, who is an 

expert in qualitative research. The researcher performed the analyses so that any person 

who reviewed the transcripts would be able to follow the evidentiary audit trails and be 

able to arrive at the same results as the researcher (Giorgi, 2009).

Protection of Human Subjects

Efforts were made throughout the study process to protect the human rights o f all 

participants. This study was reviewed and approved by the Mercer Institutional Review 

Board (APPENDIX F). All participants received all information that was necessary in 

order for them to make an informed decision on whether or not they wanted to participate 

in the study. The introductory email contained a description o f the study which included 

a detailed synopsis o f the purpose, how the data would be gathered, how the participants’ 

privacy and confidentiality would be maintained, the amount o f time the participant 

would need to commit to the study, and any potential consequences related to their 

involvement in the study. Participants were informed that they could withdraw from the 

study at any time without penalty and their data destroyed at their request. Participants 

were allowed to ask the researcher any questions they might have related to any aspect of 

the study.

All data obtained from the interviews, including field notes, were coded with 

participants’ numerical identifiers, which allowed anonymity of the participant during the 

coding process. No data were connected to the participants’ names or email addresses.
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All raw data obtained from participants during the interview process remained 

confidential and will not be released to any third party except as required by Mercer 

University. The researcher has successfully completed the Collaborative Institutional 

Training Institute (CITI) Protection o f Human Research Subjects certification program 

and was trained in ethical principles o f human subject research.

Risks and benefits associated with this study included the potential risk that the 

participant might feel uncomfortable being recorded during the interview process. The 

participant was able to pause, stop, or reschedule the interview, or discontinue 

participation at any time during the process. There were no foreseeable risks for the 

participants who chose to be in this study. The participants were able to share with the 

researcher the journey to their doctoral degree.

Participants’ confidentiality and privacy were maintained throughout the study 

and after three years all data, interview tapes, field notes, any documentation linking the 

participants to the study, will be destroyed. Interviews were conducted individually and 

transcriptions codified so that no actual names were transcribed with the data. Names or 

places that participants disclosed during the interview process were removed. The 

university where the participant was a student was not disclosed in any o f the documents. 

Demographic information was not directly linked to the data obtained from the interviews 

but numerically coded with the participant’s identifier in order to protect the 

confidentiality o f the participant.

Trustworthiness /  Rigor 

Trustworthiness was established based on the framework presented by Lincoln 

and Guba’s 1985 model. Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) model for assessing trustworthiness
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in qualitative research is based on four aspects. These four aspects consist of truth value, 

applicability, consistency, and neutrality (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Truth value looks at 

whether the researcher has established confidence in the truth o f the participants based on 

the research design, participants, and context (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Truth value, 

addressed by Lincoln and Guba in 1985 as credibility, is subject- oriented, and is possibly 

the most important criterion for the assessment o f qualitative research. Lincoln (1995) 

stated that credibility in qualitative research is said to correspond with internal validity in 

quantitative approaches. Lincoln and Guba (1985) stated through the accurate 

interpretations of the experience reflected by the participants, the criterion o f truth value 

is demonstrated. Credibility can be established through the use o f reflexivity (field 

journal), member checking, and peer examination (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Applicability, also known as transferability, addresses the degree to which 

qualitative study findings can be applied to other settings and its ability to generalize to 

other populations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Quantitative research’s external validity is 

similar to qualitative research’s transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Applicability is 

how well external validity has been managed (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) stated that as long as the researcher presents adequate data containing thick 

descriptions, allowing for comparison, the researcher has addressed applicability.

Consistency, the third criterion o f trustworthiness and also known as 

dependability, considers the extent to which the results produce equivalent results should 

the study be replicated with the same subjects (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Lincoln (1995) 

compares dependability in qualitative research to reliability in quantitative research. The
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criterion o f consistency can be met through the use o f code-recode procedure, peer 

examinations, and thematic logs (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

The final criterion delineated by Lincoln and Guba (1985) is neutrality, also 

known as confirmability. This concept looks at the freedom from biases in the research 

procedure and results (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Lincoln (1995) compares qualitative 

confirmability to quantitative objectivity. The criterion of neutrality is achieved through 

the rigor o f methodology, the use o f a field journal, and an audit trail (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985).

Along with careful attention to follow the methodological requirements o f Crist 

and Tanner’s (2003) analytic method, these strategies were employed to add rigor to the 

study:

1. Peer examination o f the emerging ideas was accomplished through discussions 

with the chair o f the dissertation committee who is an expert in qualitative 

research. Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest this is one way to keep the researcher 

honest and lead to deeper reflective analysis by the researcher, and provides a 

form o f debriefing.

2. Transcriptions were compared by the researcher to digital recordings to determine 

whether there were any omitted (or added) words, or incorrect words. The 

researcher also added any marginal noting, nuances of language, and body 

language that occurred during the interview to the transcription confirming that 

the transcription captured the interview thoroughly.

3. The researcher developed an audit trail for documentation o f data, methods, and 

decisions made regarding the study, which could be presented for external



56

scrutiny (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The audit trail was comprised of six categories 

o f information: (a) raw data from written field notes and audio recordings; (b) 

data reduction and analysis products such as summaries and theme identification; 

(c) data reconstruction and synthesis such as interpretations and final report; (d) 

process notes; (e) information about intentions and disposition, such as research 

proposal and personal notes; and (f) instrument development information such as 

semi-structured interview questions.

4. Site triangulation was utilized in this study. Individuals participated from different 

sites, and different learning institutions throughout the United States that 

decreased the effect o f any local factors that are peculiar to that learning 

institution (Shenton, 2004).

5. Iterative questioning was used through the use o f probes to obtain more detailed 

information from previously raised information from the participant (Shenton,

2004).

6. Code/re-code was undertaken with each transcript. After coding a participant’s 

transcription, the researcher waited at least two weeks and then recoded the same 

data and evaluated the results (Krefting, 1991).

7. Expert review was undertaken by the dissertation chair who cross checked the 

entire analysis process.

Limitations

Limitations identified by the researcher include the fact that she personally is a 

doctoral student in a doctor o f philosophy nursing program. However, the researcher 

clearly delineated her assumptions for this research. There were no male participants
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included in this sample. Only two males completed the Survey Monkey™ informed 

consent and demographic survey, however they had only been enrolled in their programs 

for four weeks and therefore did not meet inclusion criteria. Students were emailing and 

calling me to set up appointments before I contacted them. Participants were eager and 

wanted to interview immediately; their excitement was infectious. This did not allow me 

sufficient time to identify central concerns and important themes as they unfolded, 

interview by interview. However, I completed data analysis during and after all the 

interviews were finished. For future research studies this researcher would schedule 

interviews over a longer period o f time allowing for time to summarize each interview 

one by one. Another limitation apparent after the data collection period was being more 

attuned to variations o f my data. Some things I missed until I had gotten all of my data 

together. I could possibly have altered my probes a little more enabling me to collect 

more data. However, I can see in retrospect that I have left room for further data 

collection.

Summary

In summary, this chapter presented the qualitative approach that was utilized for 

this study, interpretive phenomenology, which included the rationale for selecting this 

research approach. The setting, participants, and procedures for this study, including data 

collection procedures, were also described. Protection o f human rights and 

confidentiality for the study, including post dissertation management o f documents, were 

clarified. Crist and Tanner’s (2003) data analysis approach was outlined and discussed 

with the chapter concluding with an explanation o f Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) evaluation 

criteria for trustworthiness and rigor for phenomenological research.



CHAPTER 4 

PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS 

Chapter four describes data management and analysis strategies used for this 

study. The data analysis, including a detailed explanation of coding and theme 

identification using Crist and Tanner’s (2003) phenomenological data analysis method, is 

presented. Excerpts from transcribed interviews are included to allow readers to 

understand firsthand the lived experience of the phenomena of sense of community in 

relationship to the doctoral nursing student participants. Three major themes were 

identified and are discussed: 1) building communities; 2) the culture of the learning 

institution; and 3) life happens.. .stay the course.

Data Management and Analysis

Data Management

Data collected for this study were obtained primarily from in-depth phone 

interviews with participants. A doctoral nursing student listserv was used to recruit 

participants. After two weeks with no responses, a list of doctoral nursing programs was 

obtained from the American Association of Colleges of Nursing (AACN) “Institutions 

Offering Doctoral Nursing Programs” (2014). Deans of 12 randomly selected doctoral 

nursing programs throughout the United States were contacted. Of the 12 programs 

contacted, eight deans responded, agreeing to post the recruitment letter in the doctoral 

student lounge or forward the recruitment letter (APPENDIX B) to all doctoral nursing 

students in their program. The letter included the link to the Survey Monkey™ informed

58
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consent (APPENDIX C) and online demographic form (APPENDIX D). With 

permission from the researcher, doctoral nursing students shared the recruitment letter 

with doctoral nursing student friends from other universities. From that point on, an 

adequate sample was acquired.

Data sources included digitally recorded interviews with the 26 participants who 

responded and written field notes obtained during the interview by the researcher.

Twenty four participant interviews were completed via telephone and two interviews 

were conducted face to face. Each interview was assigned a number which became the 

identifier, 001 through 026. An identifier list was kept in a log locked in the researcher’s 

filing cabinet separately from interview transcripts. Immediately after the interview, the 

researcher uploaded the digital audio file to the researcher’s password protected personal 

computer where it was stored.

Interviews were transcribed verbatim by a professional transcriptionist and 

compared by the researcher against the audio files for integrity of narratives; errors and 

inaccuracies were corrected. To maintain confidentiality, names of any universities or 

hospital settings identified by the participants were redacted from the transcripts. Vocal 

intonations, intensity, and silence were noted in the field notes and later incorporated into 

the transcribed narrative texts (Crist & Tanner, 2003). A copy o f each transcript was 

provided to the dissertation committee chair. The researcher began analysis after the first 

three interviews were transcribed.

Analysis

Data analysis preceded using Crist and Tanner’s (2003) five phases for 

hermeneutic interpretive phenomenology: Phase one, early focus and lines o f inquiry;
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phase two, central concerns, exemplars, and paradigm cases; phase three, shared 

meanings; phase four, final interpretation; and phase five, dissemination o f the 

interpretation. Because the interpretive process of hermeneutic interpretive 

phenomenology is non-linear, the above phases may have some strategies in common 

(Crist & Tanner, 2003).

Phase one, early focus and lines o f inquiry, is evidenced through the critical 

evaluation and reflection o f the researcher’s interview and observation techniques o f the 

first few transcripts. If any absent or unclear parts are noted they are labeled and 

critically examined. Lines of inquiry from these first interviews guide subsequent 

interviews to provide deeper, richer insight (Crist & Tanner, 2003). This knowledge is 

used to guide further interviews. In accordance with Phase one, the researcher conducted 

the first three interviews, had them transcribed, and reviewed the transcripts in depth.

The dissertation chair and internal member met with the researcher to examine the initial 

transcripts and critically evaluated the investigator’s interview guide and observation 

techniques. Input from the dissertation chair and internal member helped guide 

subsequent interviews which assisted in providing deeper, richer data (Crest & Tanner, 

2003). After this meeting the researcher recommenced the interview process.

Phase two, central concerns, exemplars, and paradigm cases, is demonstrated 

through the identification o f important themes that are unfolding (Crist & Tanner, 2003). 

Three to five page summaries o f central concerns which contained salient excerpts and 

exemplars from each participant were then assimilated. Writing and rewriting is done 

during this phase to develop the interpretation with summaries reviewed by peers.

During phase two, peer debriefing was implemented as part of Crist and Tanner’s (2003)
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methodology which in turn enhanced the study’s rigor (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The 

researcher read and reread the narratives numerous times, totally immersing herself in the 

data (Crist & Tanner, 2003). The researcher and dissertation chair met six times over a 

five month period and exchanged frequent emails during the interviewing process to 

review central concerns and important unfolding themes. Having the data initially 

structured in a coding frame allowed the researcher to observe patterns and meanings that 

unfolded between and among the participants. Summaries o f emerging central concerns, 

which included salient excerpts from participant interviews were shared with the 

dissertation chair and discussed during face to face meetings. Revised summaries o f 

central concerns were subsequently reviewed by the dissertation chair and researcher. 

Written commentary on paradigm cases was also shared with the dissertation chair. This 

iterative process between the text and researcher continued throughout the interviewing 

process.

Phase three is demonstrated through the clarification o f central concerns. As the 

central concerns become clearer, shared meanings are observed. Connections are shown 

between and across participants’ transcripts in written interpretive summaries. This 

process was augmented through frequent discussions with the dissertation chair, and 

multiple redrafts (Crist & Tanner, 2003). Phase three was exemplified through the 

emergence of themes within the central concerns and exemplars. As central concerns 

became clearer, shared meanings were observed by the researcher and connections were 

found within and across the stories. Further iterations, interpretive writing and rewriting, 

were performed during this phase with interpretive summaries developed. A thematic log 

was used to document emerging themes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
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Phase four, final interpretations, is substantiated through subsequent 

interpretations and summaries that continue as the final interviews are performed. 

Simultaneous interpretive writing is reflected upon, assisting to clarify the emerging 

interpretations. In-depth interpretations o f the excerpts and central concerns are finalized 

(Crist & Tanner, 2003). Following Crist and Tanner’s (2003) phase four, participant 

themes were refined and collapsed into broader themes. Frequent written revisions were 

shared with the dissertation chair (Crist & Tanner, 2003). Further emerging themes were 

clarified with the dissertation chair as final interviews were conducted and interpreted 

(Crist & Tanner, 2003; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Initially nine predominant themes were 

defined and 57 subthemes. As interpretation was refined, themes were collapsed with 

three primary themes extrapolated and seven subthemes identified through reflection of 

the phenomena o f sense o f community as elucidated by the participants’ rich 

descriptions.

During phase five, the final phase, the researcher disseminates interpretation o f 

the findings. Interpretations are refined and notes o f all phases and meetings are 

documented as part o f the research log (Crist & Tanner, 2003). Final manuscripts are 

completed and disseminated. During phase five the researcher met with the dissertation 

chair and interpretations were refined. Final interpretations were completed. During the 

analysis process, meetings with the dissertation chair were recorded with minutes taken 

that became a part o f the field journal and provided an audit trail o f all decisions and 

entire research process (Crist & Tanner, 2003; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Analysis and 

interpretation are unending circular processes until they are refined and finalized. Crist
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and Tanner’s (2003) interpretive process, non-linear methodology streamlined and 

clarified interpretation for this study.

Rigor

Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) seminal work identified criteria to evaluate qualitative 

research. Their work proposes that the researcher must achieve trustworthiness o f the 

study by disseminating the participant’s true perspective. Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) 

evaluative criteria for establishing trustworthiness based on the four concepts of 

credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability were utilized to establish 

rigor in this study. These concepts are defined further with discussion o f strategies 

utilized by the researcher to establish trustworthiness.

Credibility, defined as how well analysis addressed the intended focus, was 

established through peer debriefing with the dissertation chair during the analysis phase 

o f this research study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Credibility was also established through 

the use o f reflexivity, documented in a field journal (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The field 

journal included both intellectual (researcher’s reflections) and physical audit trails. 

Incorporated in the physical audit trail were raw data; data reduction (reading and 

rereading the data) with analysis notes; data reconstruction (coding frame of central 

concepts with subthemes as they emerged) with synthesis notes; and initial development 

o f findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Finally, data triangulation, which helped establish 

credibility, was utilized in this research study. Triangulation was evidenced through 

utilization o f 11 learning institutions in 11 states. Both DNP and PhD nursing students 

from three different learning platforms, face to face, hybrid, and online-only, were 

interviewed for this study.
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Dependability is defined by Lincoln and Guba (1985) as the “means for taking 

into account both factors o f instability and factors of phenomenal or design induced 

changes” (p. 299). Dependability shows that findings are consistent and can be 

potentially replicated with a similar population. Dependability was established through 

several strategies including peer debriefing. Meticulous records o f interviews and 

observations, together with a coding frame were kept by the researcher and helped 

establish dependability. Data triangulation with participants from multiple universities 

and states also contributed to dependability. Dependability was established through 

thick, rich descriptions obtained from participant interviews (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Further supporting dependability was the use o f a code-recode procedure, refining codes 

during data analysis (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Coding and recoding are likened to the 

process o f “decorating a room; you try it, step back, move a few things, step back again, 

try a serious reorganization, and so on” (Abbott, 2004, p. 215).

Confirmability is evidenced by how clearly the findings are shaped by the 

participants, rather than researcher assumptions. The use of reflexivity, the use of a field 

journal, data triangulation, and the fastidious record keeping o f interviews and 

observations helped establish the confirmability o f this research study. Further, 

confirmability was established through the utilization o f purposive sampling of 

participants (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Purposive sampling presumes the participant has 

knowledge o f the phenomena o f interest and is best qualified to answer the research 

question.

Transferability is defined as the ability to transfer the findings to other settings or 

groups (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Transferability can only be determined by the reader
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and it is incumbent upon the researcher to provide sufficient detail for the reader to make 

that determination. Though the use o f thick, rich descriptions obtained from the 

participant interviews, purposive sampling, participants’ demographic data, and the 

detailed account o f the patterns o f social relationships experienced by the participants, the 

reader can make the final decision whether or not the data is transferable and if 

transferability has been established (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Discussion o f Findings 

Thirty-five doctoral nursing students expressed interest in the study via Survey 

Monkey™ and met the inclusion criteria, which ensured a homogenous sample. O f the 

35 who met the criteria, 28 individuals responded to the researcher’s initial email to 

schedule interview times. Data collection continued until saturation, informational 

redundancy, occurred with no new themes emerging and data was repeating (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). Saturation occurred after 26 interviews. Two additional participants were 

interviewed to confirm redundancy (Polit & Beck, 2013).

Participants represented 11 states throughout the United States. Upon receiving 

the Survey Monkey™ informed consent and demographic survey with contact 

information, participants were contacted to schedule one hour phone interviews at a 

mutually convenient time. Physical addresses were obtained from 13 of the participants 

to whom $10 gift cards were sent. The remaining 13 participants refused gift cards.

Many participants voiced interest in reading the final findings; students stated the reason 

they had participated in the interview was their need to “share the story of their doctoral 

journey.”



Tables 1 and 2 present the participants’ demographic characteristics. All 

participants were female with a mean age o f 42 years (SD 10.7). A slight majority o f the 

participants were PhD students, and 46% of the participants, were in the 

dissertation/scholarly project phase o f their doctoral program. Over half o f the 

participants were in face to face learning programs with an average time enrolled o f 28 

months (SD 24. 8). The size o f the cohort varied widely, from one student to 60 students 

with a mean of 12.2 (SD 14.3) students.

Table 1 Participants’ Demographic Characteristics (n=26)

Mean (SD) Minimum Maximum
Age in 
years

42(10.7) 26 60

Yrs. since 
Master’s

5.3(4.7) 0 23

Months in
Doctoral
Program

28.2(24.8) 2 106

Cohort
Size

12.2(14.3) 1 60

Table 2 Number o f Students in Each Learning Platform n=26

Online- 
Only n=3

Face to Face 
n=15

Hybrid
n=8

DNP 3 2 5
PhD 0 10 3
BSNto
DNP

0 13 0

TOTAL 11.5% 57.7% 30.8%
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Themes and Subthemes

Data analysis resulted in three themes and seven subthemes. A discussion with 

verbatim excerpts from the participant interviews illustrating the themes and subthemes 

follows. An outline o f the themes and subthemes is provided in the table below.

Table 3 Themes and Subthemes

Theme 1 Theme 2 Theme 3

Building
community

The culture o f the 
learning institution

Life happens...stay 
the course

Subtheme 1
“hanging out” “they want us to do 

well”
"it's a marathon, not a 
sprint"

Subtheme 2

“we learned to 
trust”

“ ...and then there was 
one”

“we all struggle.. .we 
have a life outside of 
school"

Subtheme 3
“we leverage 
technology”

Theme one: Building community. The theme building community captured the 

experiences o f the doctoral nursing students as they interacted with their cohort, and 

creative methods they implemented to develop community. Community is defined by 

Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary (n.d.) as “a unified body o f individuals with 

common characteristics or interests.” Sense o f community was defined as that “sense 

that one was part o f a readily available, mutually supportive network o f relationships 

upon which one could depend and as a result o f which one did not experience sustained 

feelings o f loneliness” (Sarason, 1974, p. 1). Students from different learning platforms 

employed many o f the same techniques to get to know other members o f their cohort and 

spend time together. However there were nuances related to each learning platform. 

Subthemes included “hanging out,” “we learned to trust,” and “we leverage technology.”
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Subtheme one. “Hanging out” or “gathering away from the school of nursing”

was described by many participants as “the key to the development o f sense of

community.” To hang out is defined online by Merriam-Webster (n.d.) dictionary as “to

spend time somewhere in a casual or relaxed way.” One participant enrolled in a hybrid

degree program shared

I felt sense of community at orientation. We all travelled up to (name of 
participant’s university redacted) which was 150 miles away from m e...I felt a 
feeling o f community that we were all there with the same goal... we shared 
contact information....

Another participant enrolled in a hybrid degree program stated “my sense o f community

came during on-campus orientation, when I really met the students that I was going to be

seeing in class.” When discussing ways the cohort kept in contact with each other, one

student shared that the cohort reached out to each other by

making contact... sending emails just to say how’s it going, how was your test last 
week? or How did that paper go?...personal exchanges by phone calls, text 
messages, getting together for study assignments, and also meeting on a personal 
level; going out to lunch, getting together even if it’s for a quick, you know, 
hamburger; it doesn't have to be fancy.

Many participants conveyed the importance o f not only the time spent together in 

the classroom but also the time spent interacting with their classmates outside o f the 

learning environment. One salient finding highlighted by this sample was the need to 

socialize away from the university, whether they went to a restaurant, a symposium, or a 

conference. This time spent together helped facilitate the development o f the 

participants’ feelings o f belonging to their cohort.

Socialization helped facilitate the bonding and sense o f belongingness they 

experienced with their cohort. Students felt it was important for them to “spend time 

with each other and get to know each other... ‘oh do you have kids? where do you live?
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OH (loudly) we could study together, I live over here and we live close to each other’. 

You know that kind o f stuff.” This group effort allowed students to “feel a part o f the 

greater community, with peers and faculty., .the doctoral nursing community o f the 

learning institution.” Throughout this interaction, students were able to assess the 

common attributes possessed by nursing faculty and students, shared norms, values, and 

attitudes.

Participants enrolled in face to face programs voiced their appreciation for having

breaks, time before and after class, and lunches together to socialize, to “share our

experiences with our struggles through coursework,” and “talk about how you balance

home life and workplace.” Participants considered the importance o f “getting together

away from the school o f nursing,” “eating together or just doing something away from

school,” “going out to dinner to talk about assignments, compare notes, face to face

outside o f class,” and “essentially the key is gathering away from the school o f nursing.”

One participant explained how passionate she was regarding time spent socializing away

from the learning institution.

I think one of the (richest) learning environments is not really the classroom. I 
think it is outside o f the classroom and when you’re preparing things or doing 
different things and you’re working with your teammates.

Subtheme two. The second subtheme under building community was “we learned

to trust.” Trust was reiterated by many doctoral nursing students as important in

fostering sense o f community. A participant enrolled in a hybrid program related how

she did not feel she belonged to a cohort but just to a class until

...after my first semester o f courses, because it took that long for me to, I'm just 
going to be real honest, it took that long for me to trust my colleagues enough to 
share my ideas and my thoughts, my perspectives. It really took about a semester
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before I trusted their collegiality and then it was so refreshing to find out that they 
were all feeling about the same thing.

A participant who was in a cohort o f six students enrolled in a hybrid program

spoke about how trust for her had been built within their cohort during the first time they

met for their initial face to face intensive. This was a face to face group meeting, usually

once a term, from 9 AM to 5 PM for a specified number of days o f ‘intensive’ class time.

She gave the following illustration about their intensives, “you know at the beginning of

the semester you huddle up, you know you get your plan laid out, you know what you’ve

got to do, you know you are all in there together.” This cohort stayed together during

their face to face intensives:

Every time we do the intensive, we all stay at the same hotel. We all stay on the 
same floor.. .we room with each other, so we get three rooms and we're all on the 
same floor. The first night we just laugh and catch up.

This group’s cohesiveness was further exemplified through the statement that they refer

to their relationship as “a very close sisterhood.” They had sweatshirts made for their

cohort with the group’s nickname emblazoned on them. Another participant enrolled in a

hybrid program made a suggestion to the faculty at her learning institution that “maybe

we could come a day earlier and do some type o f social, go to dinner or something, just

so it builds the cohesiveness.”

Another hybrid cohort student shared how their intensives were a time where they

got grounded for the semester to come. This time o f meeting face to face allowed them

to “let their hair down” and plan for the new term. One academic term, the intensive was

changed to the end o f the term. The students in the cohort struggled and felt it was

because they had been deprived o f their time together at the beginning o f the course and

the ability to plan their strategies for the coming semester.
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One participant shared “we are all kind o f in the same boat...a camaraderie 

between the students and a sense o f respect for each other...even if we disagree on 

things.” Additionally another participant stated “we’re all going through the whole 

process o f the program together, we have the same feeling... there is a confirmation o f a 

feeling like we’re all in the same boat together.”

Subtheme three. The third subtheme for building community is “we leverage 

technology to our advantage.” Participants discussed how they utilized technology to 

stay connected to their cohort. Methods o f communicating included Facebook, 

discussion boards, and various other methods o f technology including Skype, Twitter, 

texting, email, Blackboard, Google Plus, and Instagram. One method mentioned 

consistently throughout the interviews was the use o f Facebook as a hub of 

communication for their community. Facebook served as a place to go and vent, share 

information about an assignment, listen, post questions, get advice, and converse with 

each other about not only school but whatever is going on in their lives including family 

and work.

Many o f the hybrid learning platform students discussed the use o f social media 

that helped facilitate the development o f sense o f community. A hybrid student shared 

“Facebook kind o f acted as a surrogate type o f community.” One participant commented 

“so we created a private domain Facebook page for our cohort, and that is really how 

everybody talks to one another,” while another participant explained that “we have a 

Facebook group for DNP students that someone started. It’s not sponsored by the school, 

but one o f the other students made it...I think that has been fantastic.” Participants talked 

about how “we leverage technology to our ad vantage... Facebook has become the center
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so when one o f us is drowning the others throw us a life preserver” and “doctoral work is 

frustrating, so when you want to pull your hair out you go to the Facebook page and 

lament.”

Although students discussed all the positive aspects of using Facebook, one 

participant explained how one o f her faculty members shared pitfalls she had observed 

with cohorts having a Facebook page. She described the drama that could occur and how 

it had caused strife and conflict within the cohort. The faculty told the participant “it’s 

great that you want to be supportive, but don't get too wrapped up in the drama.” This 

participant felt this was excellent advice as she had witnessed some o f her cohort going 

online and “bellyaching sometimes about instructors and the learning institution” on the 

communal Facebook page.

Another virtual community identified by participants were discussion boards. 

Participants’ comments regarding discussion boards were predominantly from students 

enrolled in the online-only programs. One student shared “the first assignment was to hit 

the discussion board and talk about yourself and kind o f introduce yourself to everyone.” 

At her learning institution “it was an expectation that we are active participants on the 

discussion board.” She felt that what was missing from the virtual classroom was “the 

hanging around after class and just talking”; she felt the discussion boards lacked 

interaction and “there was no...sense o f community in the class.” Whereas another 

student enrolled in an online-only learning program discussed how she felt their 

discussion board facilitated group activities within their cohort. She appreciated how 

interactive their discussion board was and how it helped facilitate a sense o f community 

within their cohort.
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A student enrolled in a hybrid program stated her cohort had a discussion board 

that was called (name redacted) where each cohort member was able to post questions 

and other members with expertise in that area responded. She explained that one member 

o f the cohort had “been putting in central lines forever” and that she had “been reading 

EKG’s for 25 years so I was able to help others learning to read EKG’s.” This 

partnership, sharing o f knowledge, between cohort members in the learning community 

allowed each member to share what they “brought to the program...and no one felt 

intimidated...faculty encouraged us to share our knowledge.” Another participant shared 

how one member of the cohort was a “whiz at statistics,” another member was an “APA 

guru,” and a third member was great with technology. All members o f the cohort freely 

shared their expertise with each other.

One cohort kept in touch weekly via Skype once they had finished their 

coursework as they missed that ‘face to face’ contact they had experienced during their 

classes. Many cohort members reported sharing contact information and being available 

to each other via email, text messaging, and phone to offer support any time o f the day or 

night. Hybrid and online-only students explained that they had felt lonely during virtual 

classroom time with no interaction and utilized chat in their online classrooms, phone text 

messages, and Facebook with fellow students. Face to face students were able to 

communicate with their classmates during face to face research colloquiums, journal 

clubs, and bull sessions. Participants felt this was a much easier way for students to keep 

in touch with their classmates outside o f the classroom than the hybrid or the online-only 

students. In addition, face to face doctoral students were able to meet before or after 

class, share lunch in the break room, meet in the doctoral lounge to talk about
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assignments or family, go out to a restaurant for something simple like a burger, or meet 

at the library to study, in addition to emails, phone calls, and texts.

Participants in the hybrid doctoral nursing platform discussed how they ‘talked’ 

via email or on the phone. Texting was another use o f technology that hybrid and online- 

only students reported keeping in contact with each other along with services like AOL 

chat, Blackboard, Twitter, and Facebook. All o f the participants expressed the 

importance o f some form o f communication with other members o f their cohort for 

support, clarification o f assignments, commiserating, and socialization. One participant 

enrolled in a face to face PhD program shared “we forget how important, you know, as 

nurses we should know how important human connections are...w e lose that sense of 

connnectiveness in our community.”

As illustrated through the participants’ narratives, building community was 

established in many ways. Some ways were specific to one learning platform, whereas 

others were consistent across all o f the learning platforms. The importance o f building 

trust was identified consistently throughout all three o f the learning platforms as being 

crucial for the establishment o f community. Face to face and hybrid students reflected on 

how time spent outside o f the learning environment was as important, if not more 

important, than the time spent within the classroom. Online-only students talked about 

discussion boards and the use o f Skype to communicate with their cohort members. As 

evidenced by the narratives, technology and social media played important roles within 

doctoral nursing programs.

Theme two: “The culture o f the learning institution.” The second theme “the 

culture o f the learning institution,” reflects how students felt regarding the atmosphere of
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their learning institutions including how students interacted with faculty and with 

doctoral nursing organizations and how some o f the doctoral nursing students 

experienced a sense o f isolation during their doctoral journey. Subthemes that were 

identified were “they want us to do well” and “ ...and then there was one.”

Subtheme One. The first subtheme, “they want us to do well,” refers to the 

participants’ faculty members and learning institutions. A few o f the participants shared 

how their universities set up specific group activities during orientation that encouraged 

interaction between cohort members. One participant shared that during “orientation 

there were a few gatherings that were designed to help us feel a sense o f community.”

One student explained how during their “face-to-face-orientation...they (the university) 

scheduled a dinner cruise on the (redacted), the steamship boat...a kind of a social thing.” 

Students reported experiencing their first feeling o f sense of community during these 

orientations.

Another study participant shared how at the beginning o f each school year at her 

university, the dean of nursing who lived in a historical part o f the university, held a 

reception at her home for all the PhD and DNP students. The participant stated that it 

“brought the feeling o f sense o f community to everybody at the school...let us 

mingle...so maybe if a PhD student was researching something, 1 could help implement 

those findings as a DNP student.” Participants felt that this interaction allowed students 

to offer help to beginning doctoral nursing students as well as network with students who 

were in the final stages of obtaining their doctoral degrees.

Many o f the participants spoke o f the camaraderie between the faculty and how 

faculty shared each other’s teaching tools. Participants voiced strong feelings of
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gratitude to their learning institutions and their faculty for mentoring them and assisting 

them towards being successful. Some comments regarding the learning institution and 

faculty included: “The more experienced...doctoral level faculty...made me feel more 

supported and part of the community... I have felt so supported and it feels like a 

family...leadership is from the top...a  very warm and nurturing environment.” A faculty 

member practice that was emphasized as very helpful by one o f the online-only 

participants was how their professor “encouraged personal discussion in class...personal 

stories and personal experiences” and how this sharing o f life experiences helped foster a 

sense o f community within the cohort. Participants voiced their thanks to professors who 

went “above and beyond” to assist them in classes when they were struggling. This 

outpouring o f support helped them on their road to success.

One university organized a research day where doctoral students from other 

disciplines got together. A doctoral nursing student who participated in the research day 

stated “I got a wider sense of community interacting with doctoral students from other 

disciplines.” Other learning institutions sponsored meetings between new cohorts of 

doctoral nursing students and prior cohorts during new cohorts’ initial orientation. Times 

were arranged when prior cohorts could meet with the new cohort and chat, offering 

“pearls o f wisdom” regarding what to expect, how to be more organized, software that 

works, organizing your time, and exchanging personal information so they could be 

contacted for support in the future. These participants acknowledged how this reassured 

them that they too could “do it.” The friendships they established with the ‘upper’ 

classman helped establish the cornerstone o f their doctoral journey.



77

One commonality that was encountered in 10 of the participants’ interviews was

the importance of a journal club that was typically facilitated by faculty. Participants

described how the journal club was utilized as a community, a place where doctoral

nursing students met face to face. At some learning institutions it was required o f all

doctoral nursing students to attend journal clubs weekly. This allowed the students and

faculty to meet together and socialize while the faculty promoted dialogue between

students and faculty. Students felt journal club was a safe milieu where “we were treated

with a great deal o f respect and encouragement” and another noted “comments were

welcomed and we were complimented on our thought processes.”

One student commented that

the participation every week is from not only the students but the faculty 
of the school of nursing.. .those o f us who are brand new and don't know 
how to critique an article very well...w e ask questions...the faculty really 
offers a whole lot o f expertise and thought-provoking commentary in that 
class., .they really want us to do well and succeed and become good 
scientists... they do a really good job o f helping us to think outside o f our 
little box that we're in right now without being judgmental.

This interaction allowed the doctoral nursing students to form a relationship with not only

their cohort but also their professors outside o f the classroom. One variation o f the

journal club that was shared with this researcher was “bull sessions...where faculty and

doctoral students presented their research plans for feedback from colleagues.”

The influence o f the doctoral nursing student organization was another example

of community that was reiterated by several students. Doctoral nursing student

organizations were found in five o f the universities represented by the participants.

We meet monthly and we try to participate...we have a place and a forum to 
communicate and share ideas, and volunteer together, and bring in speakers on 
topics that might be helpful. Again, it’s hard to get people to come and 
participate, but that has been a forum monthly.
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Statements from participants included the doctoral student nursing organization “sent out 

an email introducing themselves and offering help to doctoral nursing students,” 

“attempted to pull students together and to keep students aware o f events,” “has really 

helped...that’s our blanket for contacting everybody,” and they (the university) arranged 

for “doctoral students ahead o f us to chat and socialize and answer any o f our questions.” 

In addition one doctoral student who had been in the PhD program for about six months 

shared that she only recently had received an email from the doctoral nursing 

organization that

went out from two representatives...introducing themselves and soliciting 
comments and offering help for doctoral students. I have not responded, but I put 
that email in a safe place in case I need it.

Some participants stated that they felt that the doctoral nursing organization functioned as

the hub of communication. The organization kept students informed o f what was going

on, not only social events within the university, but also specifically addressed doctoral

nursing students need for any help. Students’ perceptions o f the doctoral nursing student

organization were reported as positive and provided a useful avenue for participants to

socialize with other doctoral nursing students.

Another faculty practice that was shared by a participant was how her faculty

mentor (dissertation chair) invited and encouraged her to attend conferences and join

professional organizations related to her area o f expertise. This participant shared that

.. .about 3-4 months ago 1 was able to go to the largest research conference.. .over 
20,000 people there.. .1 was able to present a poster with her (dissertation 
chair).. .1 was able to meet people.. .1 had read about from all over the world, not 
just the United States...also being published in (a journal) which is really quite a 
difficult journal to get published in...I got to be published with my advisor...I 
will be traveling with my advisor to an international meeting... I was just 
accepted as a student member for that organization and I will present a poster...
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This participant shared this was “sense of community” to her; “you have to have 

contacts within your university to help you to do these things...you can’t do it all on your 

own.”

Another participant shared how some students within her doctoral nursing

program would not engage with other students. The participant called this group of

students the “fringe dwellers.” These students remained on the “outskirts” o f the group

and only participated in activities that required participation. Participants felt that these

“lurkers” missed the socialization between cohort members. Another participant shared

how one student “ ...(is) in our cohort...we have tried to extend the olive branch to

her.. .she's kind o f an old stick in the mud to tell you the truth.. .she does not participate

with us.” This participant went on to share how a year later

we forgot about her, we moved on with our own group, and then she is like, ‘oh I 
hear y ’all have a group’, ‘ooh yeah, but we’re a tight group now and there is (no) 
reversing’...we really tried to include her in the beginning., .she wanted nothing to 
do with us, and (now) she wanted to be part o f the group, not for good reasons. It 
wasn't altruistic, it seemed a little sketchy, so we just didn't...feel the trust was 
there.

Subtheme Two. The second subtheme, “and then there was one” addresses the

loneliness that participants experienced during their doctoral journey. The participant

who shared how she was a cohort o f one illustrates the extreme loneliness felt without

peer colleagues. She recalled

(normally) the first year you’re in philosophy class, theory class, and you know 
you bounce a lot of ideas off o f your cohort because your perspective, even if 
you’re really thinking hard and reading all the articles, your perspective (is) 
just...one part o f the picture (in) the kaleidoscope o f perspectives... every 
question was directed at me that first year and if  I didn’t know, it was pretty 
obvious that I didn’t know .. .(doctoral work is) supposed to be more than one 
person...if I didn’t read every single article...it was blatantly obvious...I felt like 
a failure.
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She remembered that she only had the professors to interact with during and after class

and felt a sense o f loneliness. Her remarks centered on how hard it was to not have

anyone to use as a sounding board for her thoughts and ideas. During her second year

she had a few students join her cohort and she was elated at the feeling that she not only

had someone off o f which to bounce her ideas, but she bonded with the students and

developed a feeling o f belonging to a cohort.

A participant who had moved into the dissertation phase o f her doctoral nursing

program commented that once she started working on her dissertation “it was really

emotionally hard because you would just sit in your port-a-Iet cube and it felt lonely.”

Another student reflected on working in cubes during the final phase o f  her program, “it

felt kind o f  isolated.. .working in little cubes.. .not getting to interact much,” and another

student reflected that working in cubicles in

.. .the doctoral offices were what I call the cube farm and it was row after row 
after row o f cubicles, so you’d sit in your little cubicle and all you did was read 
and write and it felt really isolating.

Another student reflected on the fact that during the final phase o f her doctoral program

she felt marginalized. Her comment “marginalized people...in a funny sort o f way, which

is what (doctoral) students are... we’re isolated” which reflected her feelings o f loneliness

and isolation.

As you finish your (degree)...the sense o f community is what I wish 1 had more 
o f.. .because sometimes you just want to have those people that are going through 
the same kind o f situation and challenges around you to talk to.

A participant expressed her thoughts regarding how at her learning institution she

felt
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like a guest as a doctoral student. I actually do not feel like a student. I feel like a 
guest...everything seems to be very focused on the BSN students, the resources, 
what you’re doing, how you’re doing it, most everything does....that’s their 
backbone.. .where they are getting their core money to make the school 
run...people didn’t really realize you were there, we were guests sort of.

This participant had attended the same university for her undergrad and graduate degrees.

She went on to explain how as a baccalaureate student she felt a part o f everything as you

were “there all o f the time,” then as “a master’s student, I felt like we were sort o f there

and we sort of felt like a part o f it.” But as a doctoral student isolation and loneliness

resonated within many narratives.

An online-only program participant noted, “It has been four weeks and I have not

heard anything from my professor” captures participants’ feelings regarding some faculty

practices that troubled the participants. A few participants shared with the researcher that

they had concerns regarding the availability o f faculty to students via email. Students

voiced their concerns regarding contacting faculty and waiting up to four weeks for

replies when some items were time sensitive. However, the majority o f the participants

interviewed felt that faculty were very available and helped cultivate the sense of

community within the cohort through mentoring, journal club, lunch and learns, face to

face orientation, and faculty promptly offering assistance to students who were

experiencing problems.

In comparison to face to face and hybrid learning platforms, an online-only

student stated “I have not felt that (sense o f community) at all from my faculty...my

classes are strictly online... you are never physically present with one another” and

another online-only student stated “they say they (the faculty) are here for us but few

are...that’s a tough thing.”
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Theme three: Life happens...stay the course. The third and final theme “Life 

happens... stay the course” depicts the doctoral nursing students’ stories o f barriers and 

roadblocks they encountered along their journey and how persistence was facilitated by 

their cohort members, their faculty, and their learning institutions. The theme revealed 

how doctoral nursing students proceeded through each class, each semester, each year o f 

their studies, striding towards degree completion. Participants described the occasions 

when they wanted to give up and how members of their cohort came along side o f them 

and pushed, shoved, and carried them towards that finish line. The subthemes that were 

identified for the third and final theme included “ it’s a marathon, not a sprint,” and “we 

all struggle... you have a life outside o f school.”

Subtheme one. The first subtheme “it’s a marathon, not a sprint,” addressed the 

doctoral journey itself. One participant enrolled in a face to face PhD program stated 

“There’s probably not a day that I don’t think, ‘oh my God I should just quit.’” Another 

participant shared that when she was taking her “preliminary exam ...it was a veiy 

emotional tim e...l would meet with some o f the women from my research class outside 

o f class to just sit and talk and just get some emotional support.” Another PhD face to 

face participant shared how watching the people ahead o f her and what they were 

achieving “keeps me going with the doctoral program.” During the dissertation phase a 

few o f the participants talked about how their cohorts tried to keep the momentum going. 

One participant stated they “encourage each other...we try to stay in touch...and offer 

encouragement.” This helped the cohort members stay focused on their goal o f 

completing their doctoral degree.
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A student enrolled in an online-only program shared how she had looked outside

her cohort for someone to provide her the support she felt was missing due to the lack of

face to face interaction with her cohort. Examples o f support received by participants

from their cohort included one face to face participant who shared how she and three

members of her cohort had formed a study group and if “ it wasn’t for them, I don’t know

if I’d make it through... they are an incredible support.” A hybrid participant shared how

her cohort had been an incredible support, “I don’t know if I ’d made it through... it’s been

very stressful... one o f the most enlightening times o f my life because o f the

communication that we do have, I know I’m not the only one struggling.” These excerpts

represent the sentiments of the majority o f the participants. They felt that though the road

was filled with roadblocks they supported each other through very stressful times.

One participant stated “ like the Marines say, no man left behind...we couldn't do

it without each other.. .we constantly talk to each other...we also look out for one

another” addressed the camaraderie and how this helped with their persistence. Another

participant acknowledged that her cohort members questioned daily if they would have

been successful if they had not had each other to lean on.

Nobody melts down on the same day...somebody is like, ‘oh my God, I’m over 
this, I just can’t do it all’...’YES YOU CAN, yes you can, you know we have to
graduate together, yes you can’...we used the group to support ourselves these
girls are living it with me.

Another participant shared that she

...was carrying three courses and still trying to adjust, still we had things going on 
at work with admissions, and I just reached out to my cohort and said, I am tired 
and I cannot see the finish line and immediately 16 people emailed me and said, 
you're too close to it, I can see it, I'm behind you pushing, open your eyes.
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A third participant reflected

it is a process and it is painful at times...sense o f community has helped... when 
you’re starting to lose steam which is easy to do;.. .we couldn’t do it without each 
other and we bond and we constantly talk to each other; we complain and we 
shared our miseries and we also look out for each other.

Many participants looked to their cohort for the support they needed to be

persistent in completing their doctoral degree. One statement indicated how participants

were

...looking for that encouragement for persistence...we use each other for 
that...opportunities after class or before class to have lunch and talk and just kind 
o f commiserate about what we were going through and that was kind o f ongoing 
throughout the program.

Another participant discussed how people within her cohort understood what the

participant was going through as “sometimes you just want to have those people that are

going through the same kind o f situation and challenges around to talk to...going through

the process with you as a group” and finally “if we didn’t have each other, we all

question whether we would have been successful.” One student summed up her feelings

about persistence and sense of community with the following words: “When you get

more education; it changes you as a person. I think the most memorable day is going to

be when I walk across the stage with my cohort.”

Subtheme two. The second subtheme, “we all struggle...you have a life outside of

school,” addressed the struggles participants felt trying to balance school, a job, and

home life. The majority o f the participants made a point to comment about roadblocks

that they had personally encountered during their doctoral journey. Some o f the

comments included “we all struggle...people have children...sick children...you know,

jobs”; “we all struggle... we all work and are so busy and it’s just overwhelming...even
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taking two classes, but they’re doctoral level, it’s not a cake walk here”; and “you have a

life outside o f school.” One participant disclosed how due to family problems she had

considered dropping out as her “son last year.. .ended up (health problem

redacted).. .spent a whole week at the hospital.. .1 thought there is no way I can do this.”

She further shared that if it had not been for the support she had received from her cohort

she would have quit: “even though life gets bad they’re encouraging...‘Come on we’re

going to make it.. .we’re all going to make it together’. So at one point, at one

time...everybody has been a cheerleader.” The following comment resonated with this

researcher regarding the feelings o f the study sample “You know my main thing, 1 want

to still be married and have my family together at the end o f my program.”

Two o f the participants, at two different learning institutions, discussed how they

both were new moms and had networked within their cohort to find other new moms.

They formed a ‘subculture’, supporting each other by checking in with each other.

Being new moms and working on a PhD and just, it’s sort o f a subculture that
we’re both in...having new babies and pursuing a PhD how are you
doing....‘how are the kids?’ you know any advice you can offer about home
responsibilities and going to school for a PhD.

Four o f the participants shared that they had returned to school later in life and 

had struggled with the advancements that had been made in technology since their 

graduate program and the critical part it played in not only online-only and hybrid 

classrooms but also face to face classrooms. One student shared her observations of how 

“many students returning to school were not used to the technology...it was a big 

adjustment having a totally different format for learning....it was just so overwhelming.” 

They shared how cohort members had come alongside them and helped them any time, 

day or night, with a technology problem.
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One participant shared how “once a m onth.. .1 have a ‘crisis o f doubt’.. .1 can’t do 

this, this is too much,” while another participant stated it is “not uncommon in these 

programs, you know, to have that feeling o f ‘oh gosh, I’m so overwhelmed and have all 

this to study and I can’t do it as well as I want, because I just don’t have enough time’”; 

and a third shared “when I first started my curriculum I got a divorce and so the faculty 

were extremely encouraging during an extremely difficult time in my life.” Participants 

were very candid about stressors that they had encountered during the time at their 

university and how they found support within their cohort and faculty.

The majority o f the participants felt that their transition to the role o f doctoral 

nursing student was challenging because doctoral classes were more demanding with the 

majority o f the participants working full time. A statement by one participant resonated 

throughout the interviews, “we will be friends for life." They felt that their cohort had 

walked with them, pulled them, and sometimes dragged them down the road towards 

their doctoral degree.

Summary

As each doctoral nursing student reminisced about the most memorable part of 

their doctoral nursing journey, it was apparent that the participants felt the journey to the 

degree was as important as being awarded the actual degree. Friendships were forged 

that would last a lifetime with cohort members that had held fast to each other during the 

trials they had negotiated along the path to their degree. The overall essence expressed 

by participants regarding building sense o f community in doctoral nursing education was 

how it is a process that you take one day at a time, sometimes one minute at a time, with



like-minded nurses whose goal is to complete their doctoral program and engage in life

long learning.

This chapter presented the data management and analysis strategies that were 

utilized in this research study. Analysis of the data was defined and discussed, using 

Crist and Tanner’s (2003) method of phenomenological data analysis. The chapter 

concluded with a discussion of the findings. Three themes and seven subthemes in the 

data were illustrated by participants’ verbatim quotes.



CHAPTER 5

DATA SYNTHESIS, CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS 

Chapter five provides a discussion of the data synthesis, significance, limitations, 

and strengths of this research study. The findings are examined in relationship to what is 

currently known about the phenomenon. In addition, McMillan’s sense of community 

theory, the theoretical framework for this study, is discussed in the context of the study 

findings. Implications and recommendations for doctoral nursing education and future 

research are presented. This chapter concludes with the limitations of the study, the 

researcher’s final reflections of the study, and a summary of the chapter.

Data Synthesis

This study focused on sense of community in doctoral nursing programs.

Previous studies related to sense of community focused on multiple types of community

which included work place communities, immigrant communities, neighborhoods, the

military, adolescents, faith institutions, libraries, and gay communities (Ahibrant &

Cunningham, 1979; Brodsky & Marx, 2001; Catano, Pretty, Southwell, & Cole, 1993;

Chavis & Wandersman, 1990; Columbo, Mosso, & DePiccoli, 2001; Kalin & Berry,

1995; Miers & Fisher, 2002; Obst & White, 2004; Perkins, Florin, Rich, Wandersman, &

Chavis, 1990; Pretty & McCarthy, 1991; Proescholdbell, Roosa, & Nemeroff, 2006;

Riger & Lavrakas, 1981; Riger, LeBailly, & Gordon, 1981; Sonn, 2002; Sonn & Fisher,

1996; Wombacher, Tagg, Burgi, & MacBryde, 2010). Little research was found

addressing the sense of community in doctoral education. The literature related to

88
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experiences of college students was around master’s and baccalaureate education 

(Bigony, 2010; Foli, Karagory, Gibson, & Kirkpatrick, 2013; Sheingold et al., 2013; 

Ward-Smith et al., 2013). A significant lack of studies was found of nursing students and 

their lived experiences of sense of community, and no studies were found specifically 

addressing students enrolled in doctoral nursing programs.

Research Questions

The first research question asked how doctoral nursing students experienced sense 

of community within their programs. Participants shared they experienced sense of 

community through hanging out either online or physically, meeting face to face during 

orientations, or relying on technology to maintain connections. This seemed to be true no 

matter what learning platform which seemed somewhat different from findings in 

previous studies.

Three online-only participants were forthright regarding sense of community and 

how they had experienced a different sense of community with their classmates in online 

classes than with their classmates in previous face to face classes. These participants felt 

it took longer for participants to build a sense of community in their online classrooms 

than in their face to face undergraduate classrooms. These study findings are consistent 

with Drouin and Varanian’s (2010) and other studies which revealed a perceived lack of 

presence in online classrooms caused or exacerbated feelings of disconnectedness and 

isolation. Students enrolled in online-only programs experienced feelings of 

disconnectedness secondary to not having face to face encounters with their cohort 

members and faculty (Billings, Skiba, & Connors, 2005; Dikkers, Whiteside, & Lewis,

2012). Further, these online-only students reported that discussion boards facilitated
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socialization between students. This same phenomenon was noted in Lee’s (2009) study 

of the use of discussion boards in the online classroom. Lee’s (2009) study showed how 

discussion boards helped ‘break the ice’ with online-only students which facilitated a 

sense of belonging that subsequently assisted the formation of a sense of community 

within the cohort.

Participants who had been in online-only master’s programs reported choosing 

hybrid or face to face programs for their doctoral education as a result of having 

experienced feelings of disconnectedness in their master’s program. Participants shared 

that they wanted sense of community in online communities to mirror face to face 

communities but these students found online learning platforms falling short of their 

expectations. Anderson et al., (2010), Annala et al., (2012), Conrad (2005), and Liu’s 

(2008) studies reported similar feelings in their study participants. Participants felt the 

need for their online classroom to mirror the face to face classroom not only in 

facilitation of sense of community but also learning pedagogies (Anderson et al., 2010; 

Annala et al., 2012; Conrad, 2005; & Liu, 2008). Studies revealed that a sense of 

physical presence decreased feelings of isolation felt by students (Cumbie & Wolverton, 

2004; Drouin & Varanian, 2010; Shackleford & Maxwell, 2012). This lack of physical 

presence between students and between the students and faculty exemplified not only a 

communication gap, but also a psychological gap (Rovai, 2002).

Hybrid students participated in interactive face to face sessions at the beginning or 

towards the end of each term. The students felt these interactive sessions combined with 

the online courses allowed them the flexibility of the online-only learning platform 

coupled with the face to face meetings which allowed them to be physically present with



their cohort members. Literature has shown the importance of this face to face 

interaction, promoting physical presence between students and between students and 

faculty (Cercone, 2008; Cumbie & Wolverton, 2004; Drouin & Varanian, 2010; and 

Shackleford & Maxwell, 2012).

Students enrolled in face to face programs experienced a sense of community with 

their classmates through traditional face to face classes and other face to face meetings 

outside of the classroom with their cohort members. These students also utilized email, 

phone calls, and texts to communicate with other members of their cohort. Pyhalto and 

Keskinen (2012) and Santicola (2012), as well as Broome et al., (2011), discussed how 

important this supportive network formed by social interaction was in the promotion of 

social connectedness.

The second research question addressed how doctoral nursing students perceived 

the influence of sense of community on retention, persistence, and academic success.

The majority of the participants perceived that sense of community was essential for 

persistence in their doctoral nursing programs. Some participants recognized that without 

their cohort they would not have continued their doctoral nursing education as they had 

no other support systems. Further, participants expressed how friends and family outside 

their cohort did not understand what the participant was experiencing during the doctoral 

journey. Unlike previous studies, the data revealed that the culture of the learning 

institution, especially one that fosters connection among and between students and 

faculty was highly important in building a sense of community.

As the researcher interviewed each participant, a recurring theme was noted how 

students interpreted sense of community with their cohort as being one of the most
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important factors in their persistence and academic success. Atack (2003), Campbell et 

al., (2008), and Gallagher-Lepak et al., (2009) all noted the importance of relationships 

built with peers as being in direct correlation with increased student success and student 

persistence. One participant acknowledged that her cohort members questioned daily if 

they would have been successful if they had not had each other to lean on.

Focusing on degree persistence, participants related how social media directly 

impacted their perseverance. Several participants related how they used their Facebook 

page to encourage each other, especially those students who were “having a bad day.” 

Students also would go to Facebook to vent with their cohort family about frustrations 

they were having with their doctoral work. Regardless of program type, many 

participants shared how social media helped facilitate the development of sense of 

community within their cohort. Students in online-only classrooms used chat rooms, 

phone text messages, private Facebook groups, email, and Twitter as they felt lonely 

sitting in their virtual classroom without interacting with fellow students. A review of 

literature did not reveal any literature that specifically considered the use of social media 

by doctoral nursing students or doctoral students. However, this may reflect the only 

recent widespread use of social media among both younger and older students.

Another major factor identified by participants was the feeling of isolation they 

felt once they entered into the project or dissertation phase of their doctoral nursing 

program. Isolation was identified in many studies as being a key contributor to higher 

attrition rates (Atack, 2003; Rice, Rojjanasirat, &Trachsel, 2013; Ward-Smith et al.,

2013). Participants shared that feelings of isolation and disconnectedness from their 

cohort during this critical phase of doctoral study had them second guessing whether they
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Kleiner, and Hess (2006), Santicola (2013), and Spaulding and Rockinson-Szapkiw 

(2012) all noted that isolation and disconnectedness led to fewer students completing 

their doctoral programs. Kiley’s (2009) study revealed doctoral students perceived the 

role of community as critical in assisting them in being successful in their doctoral 

nursing program. These findings were corroborated the participants’ statements from this 

study regarding how feelings of isolation and loneliness hindered the ‘safety net’ their 

cohort members offered. Studies have supported the cohort model where students take 

all their coursework together, thus forming a supportive network which decreases the 

student’s sense of isolation (Pyhalto & Keskinen, 2012; Santicola, 2013). The theme of 

“Life happens...Stay the course” with its subthemes “it’s a marathon, not a sprint” 

reinforced the critical need to maintain persistence over time through multiple obstacles.

One important finding noted within this sample in relation to persistence was the 

need to socialize away from the university, whether they went to a restaurant, a 

symposium, or a conference. This socialization helped facilitate the bonding and sense of 

belongingness felt by participants. The sense of belonging, connectedness, and being a 

valued member of their cohort was identified as pivotal to persistence by many of the 

participants. These findings are similar to the findings of Broome et al., (2011), Cohen

(2011), Drouin and Vartanian (2010), Halter, Kleiner, and Hess (2006), Lovitts, 2001, 

Santicola (2013), and Spaulding and Rockinson-Szapkiw (2012) who noted the 

importance that connectedness was to students persistence.

The third research question concentrated on the experiences, activities, and 

practices that shaped the participants’ perceptions of sense of community. Many students
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felt the experience of belonging to a group of students, a cohort, helped shape their 

perception of sense of community. Participants described the sense of belonging as a 

feeling of acceptance, being a valued part of the group, being welcome within the group, 

and willing to sacrifice time and resources for the good of the group. Examples from 

interviews of sacrificing time for the cohort included how students immediately shared 

contact information during orientation, mentored members, offered advice, critiqued each 

other’s work, and shared important contacts that might assist fellow cohort members. 

These findings correlated with Broome et al.,’s (2011) findings of the importance of 

being a part of a scholarly community, Santicola’s (2013) study of the importance of 

forming a supportive network in doctoral cohorts, and Pyhalto, Toom, Stubb, and Lonka 

(2012) who studied the importance of scholarly communities. The themes of building 

community with the subtheme “hanging out” emphasized the importance of time spent 

together, getting to know each other through face to face orientations, and the use of 

technology. Data showed how crucial time spent together, and the tenuous creation of 

the bonds of community, were very significant in the formation of the cohort.

Faculty practices that shaped the students’ perceptions of sense of community 

were shared by the participants. Illustrations included faculty organizing planned venues 

during orientation for students to meet and socialize with other PhD and DNP students, 

and faculty support of doctoral nursing service organizations. Faculty practices that were 

identified by participants as helping cultivate sense of community within the cohort and 

throughout the doctoral nursing programs included mentoring, modeling, orientations, 

journal club, doctoral nursing organizations, conferences, social outings, and lunch and 

learn sessions. Participants felt that this interaction allowed students not only to
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socialize, but offered help to beginning doctoral nursing students and allowed for 

networking of students who were in the final stages of obtaining their doctoral degrees. 

These statements from participants reflect Bromley (2010), Foli, Karagory, Gibson, & 

Kirkpatric (2013), Sheingold et al., (2013) and Ward-Smith et al.,’s (2013) studies 

confirming the importance of faculty fostering opportunities for students to collaborate 

through innovative learning opportunities. Many interviewees communicated a sense of 

validation when nursing educators provided positive feedback and encouragement 

leading to increased confidence and increased enthusiasm for learning. The concept of 

building a sense of belonging between cohort members and faculty was described by 

participants as instrumental to the participant’s success. The theme “The culture of the 

learning institution” with its subtheme “they want us to do well” supported how essential 

faculty and learning institution’s roles were in the fostering of sense of community and 

student persistence in doctoral nursing education.

The fourth research question focused on how being a member of a particular 

cohort of doctoral students has influenced personal choices made during that time. As 

the interviewing process evolved, this researcher understood certain cohorts experienced 

a stronger sense of community. The students of hybrid and face to face learning 

platforms expressed a stronger sense of community with their cohorts because of the face 

to face component than did online-only students. This correlates with Billings, Skiba, 

and Connors (2005) findings of online-only nursing students feeling less connected due 

to not having face to face encounters with their cohort. Dikkers, Whiteside, and Lewis’

(2012) study concurs and expounds on the need of students to feel social presence, a 

feeling of connectedness, in the online-only classroom. Studies have supported the
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participants’ feelings that the hybrid learning platform facilitates greater feelings of 

connectedness than online-only learning secondary to the face to face component 

(Conrad, 2005; Leners et al., 2007).

Many participants conveyed the importance of not only the time spent together in 

the classroom but also the time spent interacting with their classmates outside of the 

learning environment. The majority of the hybrid cohorts shared how their regularly 

scheduled intensives allowed them to come together and plan for their semester. As adult 

learners, cohort members were able to discuss with their cohort how they managed their 

other responsibilities such as family, work, and personal commitments, findings 

consistent with Cercone (2008). Theme three, “Life happens.. .Stay the course” with the 

subtheme “we all struggle.. .we have a life outside of school” reflected the critical need, 

once trust was established, to utilize cohort members as a sounding board for problems 

and concerns.

The final research question addressed how sense of community in nursing 

students’ doctoral programs related to students experiences in previous nursing education 

programs. The few participants whose data were relevant to this research question were 

predominantly the students who had changed from one learning platform to another in 

their degrees. The initial pre-licensure degrees obtained by all of the doctoral nursing 

students interviewed had been face to face. Participants’ previous RN-BSN and master’s 

degrees had varied between online-only, hybrid, and traditional face to face learning 

platforms.

Students who had never experienced online education were astounded at the 

technological requirements that accompanied that learning platform. Students observed
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that it was a big adjustment for adult learners who were returning to school after being 

out for ten or more years. Cercone (2008) discussed dynamic changes that the Internet 

has brought to online education. Social media has only come in to existence in the last 

ten years and to the forefront in the last five years which has been a drastic change to 

many returning students. The ability to set up private groups has allowed students to 

interact virtually which have been shown to increase the students’ ability to function as a 

community.

Hybrid doctoral students reported participating in interactive face to face sessions 

at the beginning or towards the end of each term, frequently referred to as intensives. 

Leners et al., (2007) concurred that these interactive face to face sessions combined with 

the online component of the hybrid learning platform allowed more flexibility for 

students. Having the ability to listen and pick up on non-verbal cues when interacting 

face to face with cohort members provided a more authentic experience of 

communication and improved feelings of belonging and group cohesiveness. This 

physical presence has been shown to help facilitate the student’s sense of belonging to a 

community (Abfalter et al., 2012; Annala et al., 2012; McMillan, 1976).

Sense of Community Theory

The theoretical framework for this study was McMillan’s Sense of Community 

Theory. Four concepts that frame this theory include membership, influence, integration, 

and shared emotional connection in time and place. Some concepts have additional 

attributes.

Membership describes the sense of belonging that the community members 

experience (McMillan, 1976). Attributes of membership include boundaries, emotional
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safety, sense of belonging, and personal investment (McMillan, 1976). Data from the 

interviews illustrated this concept and its attributes. Participants each belonged to a 

certain cohort which illustrates the attribute of boundaries. An example shared with the 

researcher illustrated the concept of boundaries when a new member joined an 

established cohort after she had been out of school for a year. Although the cohort had 

been established for a year, they invited the new member to participate in the cohort’s 

closed Facebook page; however she opted out until another 12 months had passed. By 

this time group boundaries had been established with trust, emotional safety, integration, 

and influence firmly ensconced so they did not allow her to join. This suggests that there 

is an initial time period where one can join the shared community building process but 

past this period there is little hope that someone would be socially accepted in to the 

established cohort. This observation expands the concept of membership, which extends 

the sense of community theory.

The attribute of emotional safety was exemplified through the cohort’s ability to 

speak honestly between their members and the sense of trust that had been established. 

The majority of the participants voiced the feelings of trust that existed between the 

cohort members and how they felt safe to share their point of view even if it differed 

from other cohort members. The attribute of sense of belonging was cited by participants 

as one of the most important attributes of sense of community. Participants stated that 

the feeling of belonging, of feeling connected to the other members of their cohort, was 

fundamental, and distrusting the motivation of late-comers to join was a barrier to 

expanding an established social group. The last attribute of membership, personal 

investment, was reiterated in the interviews. Participants shared how each member of the
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cohort brought something personal- a talent or strength- to the group, describing one who 

was technologically savvy, and another was a statistical wizard, while another excelled in 

APA format. Each member shared whatever resource they had to offer with their cohort.

The second theoretical concept, influence, a sense of mattering and making a 

difference to the group, was shown through the cohort’s closeness and conformity 

(McMillan, 1976). Cohort members’ individual differences were appreciated and 

encouraged. Participants conveyed how each member mattered to the group and they had 

developed a close intimate relationship where members felt comfortable contacting each 

other for support and encouragement during times of crisis.

The third theoretical concept, integration, was defined as members’ needs being 

met through group resources and how group members’ differences were an asset to the 

entire community (McMillan, 1976). Such as, participants reported freely sharing their 

area of expertise with other members of the cohort. Further, participants reported that the 

members of their cohorts were willing to help each other and accept help in return. The 

person who was not let in to the community could not integrate because the cohort was 

firmly established with each person having ‘a part’ and her contribution was unclear, as 

was her motivation.

The final theoretical concept, shared emotional connection in time and space, was 

defined as the belief that members have shared or will share history, such as shared 

common experiences or time spent together (McMillan, 1976). People with similar 

values come together and then realize that they have similar priorities, needs, and goals 

(McMillan, 1976). Each cohort was composed of doctoral nursing students, either PhD 

or DNP students, in the same classes with the same learning platform, completing the
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same assignments with the same deadlines. Faculty organized events and meetings 

aimed to create shared emotional connections between cohort members. The meanings 

the participants attached to community were not different from the meanings of 

community defined by researchers. All three themes and seven subthemes reinforced that 

shared connection in time and space was a key concept in the establishment of sense of 

community within their cohorts. Participants shared how orientation formed the 

foundation of community in their cohort and this was seen throughout their doctoral 

journey through face to face and virtual meetings that facilitated the development of 

sense of community.

The concept of membership with its attributes of boundaries, emotional safety, 

sense of belonging, and personal investment was noted as the strongest of the concepts 

identified in this study. The attributes of membership were perceived by participants as 

important characteristics experienced within their cohorts. The concept of influence was 

exemplified through the closeness between cohort members. The concept of member’s 

needs being met through group resources was the only concept that was less supported by 

the participant narratives. The final concept, shared emotional connection in time and 

space, was well supported by the participant responses. Participants repeatedly spoke of 

the importance of being connected through face to face interactions and through social 

media. The concepts and attributes of sense of community identified by the doctoral 

nursing student’s provided substantiation that data obtained from the participants of this 

study supported McMillan’s sense of community theoretical model and established 

plausible links between the data from the study and sense of community.
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Significance of the Study 

The purpose of this interpretive phenomenological qualitative study was to 

explore DNP and PhD nursing students’ perceptions of sense of community in online- 

only, traditional face to face, and hybrid programs. Exploring doctoral nursing students’ 

perceptions of sense of community allowed the participants to share their lived 

experiences of what sense of community meant to them as individuals, what it meant to 

them as a member of a cohort, and what part if any it played in their persistence.

Findings from this study suggested that the relationship between sense of community and 

doctoral nursing students is more complex than originally considered.

As the data suggest, not all doctoral nursing students showed a high level of sense 

of community with their cohort members. However, it was noted that the cohorts that 

demonstrated higher levels of sense of community had higher persistence. Anecdotally 

they also reported lower attrition rates from the program. Further, it was noted that the 

stronger the sense of community was within the cohort evidenced the greater the sense of 

belonging within the group.

Cohorts that had some face to face component showed a stronger sense of 

community which supports findings of prior studies (Gallagher-Lepak et al., 2009; 

LaPointe & Reisetter, 2008). This study revealed that the smaller the cohort, 4 to 10 

members, the more group cohesion was felt. This contrasted with one online-only cohort 

that reported they lost over 60% of its members beginning with over 35 members and had 

less than half of the original number remaining at the time of the interviews. Another 

interesting phenomena noted within cohorts was how students who were balancing 

multiple life roles, such as small children, single mothers, travel distance to the university
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and similar jobs, formed smaller sub-groups within their cohort and offered support to 

each other through their shared trials.

Participants described how relationships built on trust allowed members to feel 

safe enough to share their innermost feelings amongst their community. Participants 

wanted to share their experiences and how their cohort, their small community, had made 

a significant difference in their doctoral journey. In addition, findings within this study 

validated results from previous studies of how faculty and institutional practices helped 

foster sense of community within the cohort (Bigony, 2010; Bromley, 2010; Broome et 

al., 2011; Campbell, Gibson, Hall, Richards, & Callery, 2008; and Sheingold et al.,

2013).

Participants shared educational practices they felt facilitated the development of 

sense of community within their cohort. These suggestions offer nursing educators 

teaching methods that could provide better outcomes in doctoral nursing programs and 

provide a foundation for future research. As a result, findings from this research study 

could assist nursing educators and institutions of higher learning to enhance current 

practices in developing experiences that could support future doctoral nursing students 

and decrease attrition rates.

Implications and Recommendations for Nursing Education

This study is one of the first to address the unique perceptions of sense of 

community in doctoral nursing students. The results should encourage nursing educators 

and administrators of institutions of higher learning to evaluate their doctoral nursing 

program outcomes and look at ways they might support their doctoral nursing programs. 

As noted by this study, the findings demonstrated that a variety of factors influenced the
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doctoral nursing students’ development of sense of community. Participants conveyed 

several ways that faculty practices at their respective universities helped foster sense of 

community within their cohort and within other doctoral nursing programs at their 

university.

Doctoral nursing students are unique with unique needs. Identification of 

educational practices which could support and cultivate a sense of community within the 

doctoral nursing cohort, encourage sense of community with faculty, and improve 

retention rates, could assist doctoral nursing students to realize their ultimate goal of 

doctoral nursing degrees. Understanding participants’ perceptions of the importance of 

sense of community within doctoral nursing programs may increase student success and 

assist them in the transformation from doctoral nursing student to nurses with doctoral 

degrees. Without proper support, students fail to build a strong and sustainable sense of 

community to see them through their coursework, doctoral project or dissertation, and 

ultimately graduation.

Literature has shown that online education is growing exponentially (Allen & 

Seaman, 2011; Overbaugh & Nickel, 2011). Additionally data have shown that online 

learning platforms have higher attrition rates (AACN, 2014a; Angelino, Williams, & 

Natvig, 2007; A versa & MacCall, 2013; Stanton & Packa, 2012; Ward-Smith, Schmer, 

Peterson, & Hart, 2013). Through lived experiences of online-only doctoral nursing 

students, nursing educators can discover where the ‘disconnect’ within the online-only 

learning environment occurs and learning opportunities could be modified to stimulate 

online-only students’ sense of community.
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Recommendations for online-only doctoral nursing education include 

encouraging nursing faculty to develop learning strategies that stimulate sense of 

community in all learning platforms, with particular attention to online-only cohorts. 

Examples of learning activities that stimulate sense of community include discussion 

boards, group assignments, sharing personal experiences, and exchanging resources. 

Faculty could possibly recommend formation of a Facebook page for their cohort or a 

blog. Recognizing the students need to bond with fellow cohort members, develop a 

sense of belonging within their cohort, feel like a valued member of the class who is 

heard, receive positive reinforcement from not only peers but faculty, and relate 

positively with faculty and staff enhances experiential learning.

Recommendations include revising teaching techniques to accommodate doctoral 

nursing students in all learning platforms that could facilitate opportunities to foster sense 

of community. Participants discussed different opportunities to facilitate sense of 

community which included group projects, interactive discussion boards, journal clubs, 

lunch and learn sessions, class presentations, doctoral nursing organizations, face to face 

orientations, integration of social media tools, and face to face intensives for two to three 

days each term. Participants stated that these activities encouraged the development of 

sense of community within their cohort.

Another recommendation that came from the majority of the interviews was the 

need for socialization outside of the classroom. A few of the participants in this study 

voiced concerns regarding lack of interaction with their faculty. Participants shared how 

their institutions had mandatory face to face orientations with required events that were 

focused on socialization between students and faculty. These participants stated that this
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interaction helped facilitate sense of community among not only students but also 

students and faculty.

As many participants conveyed to the researcher, facilitated opportunities outside 

of the classroom to meet and learn augmented the student’s feelings of sense of 

community. Participants voiced how teaching strategies that encouraged the 

development of sense of community were important. In addition, participants felt that 

learning materials should be appropriately structured to facilitate discourse between the 

students and between the students and the faculty.

Implications and Recommendations for Future Studies 

This research was conducted to provide a greater understanding of the perception 

of sense of community in doctoral nursing students. A relatively small body of literature 

was found related to doctoral students and sense of community. This researcher found a 

gap in the literature addressing the unique population of doctoral nursing students’ 

experience of sense of community. This researcher hopes that the results of this study of 

sense of community and doctoral nursing students will provide an understanding of how 

participants experienced sense of community and the impact on student persistence. 

Plausibility was established through this research study to facilitate the utilization of 

McMillan’s theoretical framework to assess sense of community among doctoral nursing 

students. More research is needed to promote understanding of this unique population.

This study supports evidence that online-only doctoral nursing students have 

higher attrition rates. This study provided limited rich detailed accounts of three online- 

only doctoral nursing students from different learning institutions; however, a broader 

exploration could yield results that may assist faculty and learning institutions to develop



teaching strategies specifically focused on the online-only doctoral nursing population. 

Further, it is necessary to investigate what role sense of community plays in online 

learning communities and persistence. A primary objective of future research should be 

to investigate online-only doctoral nursing students and how they perceive sense of 

community. Understanding the implications of sense of community is essential in 

promoting effective learning opportunities and transforming doctoral nursing students 

into advanced practice nurses in areas of clinical, research, and education.

Researcher’s Final Reflections 

As I reflected on my own educational journey, I thought about my years as a 

student in a face to face associate degree program, a student in an online-only RN-BSN 

and master’s degree program, and finally a student in a hybrid PhD program and the 

integral part sense of community played not only in my success but in the success of 

peers within my cohort. The emotions shared with me by the participants reflected many 

of my own during my doctoral journey.

As I began doing interviews, a feeling of excitement overcame me as participants 

poured out their heart and soul, sharing the good and the bad with me. Participants 

shared how they had made friendships with cohort members that would last a lifetime. 

Online-only participants shared how they had overcome their lack of feeling connected to 

their classmates through the formation of their own support communities with co-workers 

and friends. Participants shared the pain of losing cohort members along the way.

I will always remember one participant who was a cohort of one. Her rich 

description of how she felt, being so alone, brought tears to my eyes. I experienced her
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pain as she relived her first year in doctoral studies and her feelings of inadequacy. I 

acknowledged her strength and courage to continue.

I gained invaluable knowledge conducting this qualitative interpretive 

phenomenological research study and interviewing doctoral nursing students. I am very 

grateful to my own nursing faculty who worked diligently to facilitate sense of 

community within my classes. As a new educator, I see now how hard it is in distance 

education to continuously provide interactive learning opportunities for students 

especially when the class size is very large. Future research should focus on ways to 

mirror the sense of community felt by face to face and hybrid students to online-only 

students.

Limitations

Limitations of this study should be considered. There were no male participants 

in this study and an unknown number of minorities. Additional studies with these two 

groups may provide a different perspective. For future research studies, this researcher 

would schedule interviews over a longer period of time. This would allow for time to 

summarize each interview and identify central concerns and important themes as they 

unfolded interview by interview which would have been the optimal approach within 

Crist and Tanner’s (2003) framework.

Summary

Every doctoral nursing program was distinct and their student population and 

characteristics were unique, each cohort having its own personality. Findings of this 

research study were discussed in this chapter. The significance of this study was 

presented in relationship to nursing education and nursing research. Implications and
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recommendations for nursing education and future research were discussed. Limitations 

of the study were delineated. The chapter concluded with final thoughts of the researcher 

and a summary of the chapter.
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Appendix A- Sense o f C om m unity Theory

M e m b ersh ip — ► attributes Com m on 
symbol system

Persons! investment

Boundaries

Sense of 
em otional safety 

“Security*

Sense o f belonging 
and

Identification  w ith 
o th e r  group 

m em bers

Integration and Fulfillment of Needs - 
"reinforcement"

M em bers d o  w hat M em b ers  a tte m p t to

serves th e ir  own facilitate  o th e r
n eed s m em b er's  n eed s

S hared  values being m et

=

M em bers will b e  able to  d ev e lo p  a 
sense o f  com m unity

Influence

Influence the 
mem ber has on the 

community

Influence the 
community has on 

the m em ber

Group decisions carry 
pow er X Conformity = 

Community Norms

Shared Emotional Connection - Time & Space

Formula I : Shared  em otional 

co n n ec tio n  -  c o n tac t ♦ high 
quality  in te rac tion

fo rm u la  2 i  High quality in te rac tio n  3 

(events w ith  successful closure - 
ambiguity) X (ev en t valence X 

o f  th e  e v en t)  *  am o u n t o f ho n o r given to  
m em b ers  - am oun t o f  hum iliation

A dapted from  McMillan, J.976; M cM lan  a  19S6, p. 15
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Recruitment Letter

Sense of Community in Doctoral Nursing Programs:
An Interpretive Phenomenological Study

D ear _______________ :

I am conducting a qualitative study about sense of community in doctoral nursing 
programs. I am interested in learning more about nurses’ experiences in doctoral study 
and how sense of community may have had an impact on their progression and/or 
persistence in the program. I am hoping to recruit DNP and PhD in Nursing students in 
traditional face-to-face, online, and hybrid programs. If you are a doctoral nursing 
student or know a doctoral student who might be interested in participating in my study, 
would you please forward this email to them?

Participation will require completion of a web-based consent and brief demographic 
form. I will then contact interested students for a semi-structured qualitative interview of 
about 1 hour in length. A brief follow-up interview might be requested for clarification. 
Participants will receive a $10 gift card for their participation.

As a doctoral nursing student and nursing educator, I value learning more about the 
experiences of other doctoral students. The long-term goal of my research is develop 
strategies to promote persistence and reduce attrition within doctoral programs in our 
profession.

If you or a doctoral student you know is interested in participating in the study, clicking 
on the following link will take them to the web-based informed consent and demographic 
form:

[INSERT LINK TO SURVEY MONKEY CONSENT AND DEMOGRAPHIC FORM
HERE]

For more information about the study, please contact me by telephone or email using the 
information provided below.

Sincerely,
Linda Morgan, MSN, RN 
Telephone: 916-337-8942 
Email: Linda.J.Morgan @ Iive.mercer.edu
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O N L IN E  IN F O R M E D  C O N S E N T  T O  P A R T IC IP A T E  IN  T H IS  R E S E A R C H  ST U D Y  

Sense of Community in Doctoral Nursing Programs: An Interpretive Phenomenological
Study

P U R P O S E  O F  T H E  ST U D Y
You are being asked to be in a research study. The purpose o f  this qualitative interpretive 
phenom enological research study is to  explore D N P and PhD in nursing students’ perceptions o f  sense o f  
com m unity in online, traditional face to face, and hybrid programs.

N U M B E R  O F  ST U D Y  P A R T IC IP A N T S
If you decide to be in this study, you will be one o f 16-20 doctoral nursing students in this research study. 

D U R A T IO N  O F  T H E  ST U D Y
Y our participation will require approxim ately 1 and Vz hours o f  your tim e. You will be asked to com plete a 
b rief form  to collect dem ographic data and inform ation about your doctoral program . T his form  will be 
com pleted via Survey M onkey. In addition, the researcher w ill contact you about participating in an 

interview. The first interview  will be a Skype or telephone interview  lasting around 1 hour. I f  further 
clarification o f  your interview  is required, the researcher may contact you one additional tim e, for a shorter 
interview  lasting approxim ately Vz hour.
P R O C E D U R E S
If  you agree to be in the study, we will ask you to do  the follow ing things:
1. Perm it the researcher to  a digitally audio record the interview
2. B e w illing to  participate in additional conversation for clarification i f  needed.

R IS K S  A N D /O R  D IS C O M F O R T S
The follow ing risks m ay be associated w ith your participation in this study: there are no know n risks 
related to this study.

B E N E F IT S
The follow ing benefits m ay be associated w ith your participation in th is study: there are no know n benefits 

related to  this study.
C O N F ID E N T IA L IT Y
All audio recordings, transcripts o f  interviews, and w eb-based inform ation will be kept private and w ill be 
protected to the fullest extent provided by law. In any report o f  this research the researcher m ay publish, the 
researcher will not include any inform ation that will make it possible to identify a subject. R esearch 
records will be stored securely and only the research and dissertation com m ittee will have access to the 
records. The researcher and dissertation com m ittee w ill be bound by  the sam e provisions o f  
confidentiality.
C O M P E N S A T IO N  & C O S T S
You will receive a $10 gift card  for your participation.
R IG H T  T O  D E C L IN E  O R  W IT H D R A W
Your participation in this study is voluntary. Y ou are free to  participate in the study or w ithdraw  your 
consent at any tim e during the study. Y our w ithdraw al o r lack o f  participation will not affect any benefits 
to w hich you are otherw ise entitled.
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R E S E A R C H E R  C O N T A C T  IN F O R M A T IO N
If  you have any questions about the purpose, procedures, o r any o ther issues relating to  this research study 

you m ay contact Linda J. M organ at G eorgia Baptist C ollege o f N ursing o f  M ercer U niversity, 916-337- 

8942, L inda.J.M organ@ live.m ercer.edu o r Dr. Laura K im ble, Professor (faculty advisor fo r Linda 
M organ), G eorgia B aptist C ollege o f  N ursing, 678-547-6781, K im ble_lp@ m ercer.edu 

IR B  C O N T A C T  IN F O R M A T IO N
If  you w ould like to  talk  with som eone about your rights o f  being a subject in this research  study o r about 

ethical issues w ith this research study, you m ay contact the M ercer O ffice o f  R esearch C om pliance by 
phone at (478) 301-4101 or by email at O R C _R esearch@ m ercer.edu.

P A R T IC IP A N T  A G R E E M E N T
I have read the inform ation in this consent form  and agree to  participate in this study. I have had a chance 
to  ask any questions I have about this study by calling  or em ailing M s. M organ, and they have been 

answ ered for me. By clicking on the “consent to  participate” button below  I am  providing my inform ed 

consent to  participate in this study.
https ://w w w. survey m onkey .com /s/PH  VLB PX

mailto:Linda.J.Morgan@live.mercer.edu
mailto:Kimble_lp@mercer.edu
mailto:ORC_Research@mercer.edu
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Demographic Form

Please provide the following demographic information as a research participant

1. What is your age?______________

2. Please indicate your race (check all that apply):
a. American Indian or Alaska native
b. Asian
c. Black or African American
d. Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
e. White
f. Other

3. Please indicate your ethnicity (check one):
a. Hispanic or Latino
b. Non-Hispanic or Latino

4. Please indicate your gender (check one):
a. Male
b. Female

5. Please indicate the type of doctoral nursing program you are currently attending 
(check one):

a. PhD
b. DNP

6. How many years has it been since you graduated with your M SN ?__________

7. How long have you been in your doctoral nursing program? (Please give months 
and years)___________

8. How many students are in your doctoral program cohort?_____________

9. Are you in the: PhD-Dissertation Phase or DNP-Scholarly Project Phase of your 
Doctoral Nursing program?

a. Yes
b. No
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SENSE OF COMMUNITY IN DOCTORAL NURSING PROGRAMS
INTERVIEW GUIDE

Introductory Protocol
To facilitate note-taking, I would like to digitally record our conversation today. For your 
information, only researchers on the project will be privy to the recordings which will be 
destroyed after they are transcribed. Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research 
study.
This interview is planned to last approximately one hour. During this time, I have several 
questions that I would like to cover.
Introduction
You have expressed interest in this research study related to doctoral nursing students. 
This research project focuses on doctoral nursing student perceptions of sense of 
community and compares perceptions of sense of community among PhD and DNP 
students in online, hybrid, and traditional face to face learning platforms. I am trying to 
learn more about sense of community and persistence, and hopefully learn about faculty 
practices that may help improve student success.
A. Interviewee Background
Tell me about the learning platform for your undergraduate degree.
Tell me about the learning platform for your graduate degree.

Grand Tour Question: Tell me about your experiences in your doctoral nursing program. 
PROBES:

a) What comes to mind when you think of sense of community?
b) Tell me more about your sense of community experience.
c) As a doctoral nursing student when did you first experience the 

perception of sense of community?
d) Could you provide more detail about this?
e) Could you give me an example that comes to mind when you think of 

sense of community in relationship to the other students in your 
cohort? In relationship with your faculty?

f) Is there a time when sense of community influenced your persistence 
in your doctoral nursing program?

g) Could you provide more detail about this?
h) Think about specific instances of your experiences of sense of 

community. Could you share these instances with me?
i) What part of sense of community is most memorable for you as a 

doctoral nursing student?
j) Is there anything else you would like to share with me?

May I contact you with any questions for clarification? This concludes the interview. 
Thank you so much for participating.
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M E R C E R
A. V  J Lr  .n i v m s m

.Yav/ew 3 c a 'd
r  : '  ^  'n \o l \ iH g  H u m a x  ; « ?  '-

0S'Sep-2014

Ms. Linda Morgan 
Mercer University 
Georgia Baptist College of Nursing 
3001 Mercer University Or.
Atlanta, GA 30341

RtiSensaof Community In Doctoral Nursing Piugiams: An interpretive rtienomemilogtcat Study (H1408227)

Dear Ms. Morgan;

Your application entitled: Sense of Community In Doctoral Nurung Programs: An Interpretive Phenomenological Study (H1408227) was revu 
th is Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research in accordance with Federal Regulations 21CFB 561101b) and 45 CFR 46.110ibi 
expeditad review) and was approved under Category 6.7 per 63 FR 60364.

Your application was approved for one year of study on 05-Sep-2014. The protocol expires 04-Sep-20l5 if the study continues beyond one» 
must be reevaluated by the IRB Committee.

Itemfs) Approved:
New Application

Please complete the survey for the IRB and the Office of Research Compliance. To access the survey, dick on the following 
link: https://www.sucvcvmonkcv.eom/s/K7CTTBR

Respectfully,

Ava Chamtatbs-ftichardson, M.ED., OP, CIM 
Member
Intuitional Review Board
Mercer University IRB & Office of Research Compliance 
Phone (478) 301-4101 
Fax (478) 301-2329 
ORC MecterOMcrter.Edu

1 4 0 0  C o l e m a n  A v e  •  M a c o n ,  G e o r g i a  3  1 2 0  : 
< 4 2 8 1 3 0  1 - 4  1 0  1 -  F A X  ( 4 7 8 )  3 0 1 - 2 3 2 9

https://www.sucvcvmonkcv.eom/s/K7CTTBR

