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Graduate study is going to play an increasingly critical role in the future of our society. As 
technology and social complexity increase, the need for more sophistication in our work force 
will lead to a growing demand for workers with graduate educations. !is need will undoubt-
edly make graduate programs the focus of national concern much as undergraduate education 
has been in recent years. With the increasing interest, it is likely that we will hear the same 
type of conversations about graduate education as we have heard about undergraduate study—
questions about the value of graduate education given the costs, the need for accountability, 
and the steps programs are taking to ensure the success of their students. !ose universities 
that take better care of their graduate students will be the ones who are more successful in ad-
dressing those concerns. 

!e history of formal education in the United States reveals a demand for higher credentials. 
As the 20th century began, it was su"cient to have completed elementary school to obtain a good 
job. By the start of World War II, the de facto requirement to start a sound career was a high 
school diploma. Not long after World War II, it became more common for employers to insist 
on a college degree for the better paying jobs available in what was becoming a service economy. 
As the 21st century begins, the trend continues. A bachelor’s degree is no longer enough for 
better jobs in this age of information technology. !e minimum requirement for many positions 
is increasingly a master’s degree or some other form of postbaccalaureate training.

!e demand for master’s degrees is reflected in the steadily increasing enrollment at this 
level of graduate study (National Center for Education Statistics, 2006). During the 2004-2005 
academic year, 574,618 master’s degrees were awarded. !is number has increased by more 
than 65% since 1990-1991. !is rate of growth is about double that of bachelor’s or doctoral 
degrees. As demand for master’s degrees increases, the need for individuals with doctoral train-
ing to teach and advise master’s students will also increase.

However, rather than a steady increase in the number of doctoral degrees conferred, there 
have been declines in the number of doctorates awarded in some recent years (for example, 
in 1998-1999 there were 1,933 fewer Ph.D.s awarded than in 1997-1998). While it is true 
that the overall number of doctoral degrees awarded continues to grow, it is at a much slower 
rate than master’s degrees. In addition to the slower growth, there are also increased concerns 
that the attrition rate of doctoral students is untenably high at 40 - 50% (Denecke & Frasier, 
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2005). Holders of Ph.D.s are critical to the generation of new research and innovations in the 
public and private sectors. Other nations recognize this value and have become increasingly 
competitive for doctoral students (Yopp, 2003). !ese symptoms spark concern for the health 
of doctoral education in the United States.  

Attrition concerns are not just at the doctoral level. Yet, e#orts to identify the amount of 
attrition in master’s degree programs nationally are rare, so we do not have a clear idea of the 
extent to which this is a problem for master’s students. An informal, national survey of eight 
master’s degree programs, by this author, found a one-year attrition rate of 20% among the 
more than 10,000 students enrolled—a very high percentage for what is usually a two-year 
program of study. If this statistic holds true beyond these eight programs, the loss of students 
at both levels of graduate education is unacceptable. 

Clearly, much more is known about the problems of attrition and persistence for doc-
toral students than master’s students as these issues are perceived as much more critical by the 
academy. In the past two years, the Council of Graduate Schools (CGS) has mounted a major 
e#ort, the “Ph.D. Completion Project,” to study the problem. !is is not the first such call 
to study the issues around doctoral persistence (e.g., Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992). However, 
none of the past e#orts have considered the problem as one of transition to doctoral study, let 
alone examined the transition for both doctoral and master’s students. A major thesis of this 
monograph is that attrition at all levels can be firmly addressed by focusing on the transition 
into graduate study.

!e idea that graduate students might require some assistance in making the adjustment from 
undergraduate study or after a long absence from school has not been asked before. Skepticism 
of any such need is reflected in the belief that graduate students have already proven themselves 
to be successful students and, therefore, do not require additional support. Common questions 
that reflect this basic perception include: Is there really a problem of transition for new gradu-
ate students? Since graduate students are already familiar with the college environment, unlike 
first-year undergraduates, do they need transition assistance? Does their maturity make them 
more capable of handling change on their own? One of this monograph’s goals is to begin to 
address these questions.

!e decades of the 1980s and 1990s saw an impressive national e#ort to develop programs 
that help undergraduate students manage the changes confronting them upon entering college 
for the first time. Di#erent campuses adopted di#erent, yet generally successful, programs for 
easing these transitions. As complex as this was, the problem of developing programs for gradu-
ate students makes the undergraduate transition seem simple by comparison. 

For undergraduates, the transition to college is made easier by the similarities across sec-
ondary school experiences and the fact that many first-year students start college immediately 
after high school. It is not the case for a large proportion of graduate students, who may enter 
graduate programs years after earning their bachelor’s degrees. !e intervening break creates 
diversity in terms of age and time away from academic work. Graduate students are also more 
diverse than undergraduates in terms of their marital status, career status, the kinds of support 
they will receive, country of origin, and their immediate educational objectives. !e campuses 
in which the students find themselves also vary by discipline, degree level, and administrative 
structure serving the student, as well as the campus’ mission, location, and size. !ese variables 
contribute to the diversity of the graduate student experience. 

Additionally, programs di#er depending on whether the student is in a professional pro-
gram leading to licensure or certification or a traditional research-based academic program, and 
whether the program is traditionally o#ered or o#ered electronically and asynchronously. Today, 
many graduate students can complete much, if not most, of their study at a distance from the 
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campus. !is is not only due to what is popularly known as distance learning, but the more 
traditional need to do research in the field or wherever the information or data are. Finally, the 
element of time is a major consideration. Graduate students may be in the program for as little 
as one year or more than 10, may be enrolled continuously or have one or more breaks in their 
studies, and may need to extend study by conducting postdoctoral work.

How can there be any kind of national conversation on graduate student transition when the 
population that needs to be served is so diverse? To underscore this challenge, here is one more 
illustration of the complexity of graduate education. Di#erent campuses have di#erent meth-
ods for administering graduate programs. Some are centralized from admission to graduation. 
Some are decentralized to the point of having multiple o"ces handling graduate student issues 
depending not only on the discipline but also on the college in which the discipline is housed. 
Most have something between these extremes. Any approach to assisting graduate students in 
transition must consider the existing institutional structure and where the responsibility for 
various services and levels of service lie.

Furthermore, a major distinction needs to be made between the issues of transition for 
master’s students versus doctoral students. !e master’s student faces a much shorter course of 
study, involving a lesser commitment of time and resources to earn an advanced degree. On the 
face of it, this might make the transition seem easier, but that same brevity creates a similarly 
brief period in which to become adjusted, and a false step early within such an abbreviated 
program might be fatal to the student’s hopes. Many master’s degree students are in professional 
programs resulting in licensing right after graduation, so the initial transition is also part of a 
professional socialization experience that must also be navigated successfully as they bridge to 
careers in social work, education, public administration, and numerous other professions. 

No single national organization has approached the questions of graduate students’ 
transitions in a comprehensive manner. As strongly as the CGS has advocated on behalf of 
doctoral students, these e#orts look primarily at doctoral students at larger universities with 
more centralized graduate schools or divisions, which is just a fraction of the graduate student 
population. On the other hand, the major student services organizations, such as the National 
Association for Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA), do not make graduate student 
concerns a major priority. It is time to fill this gap and present a case for the transitional needs 
of graduate students.

!erefore, an important question to ask is: Who should read this monograph? It is possible 
that readers of this monograph will be anyone from a university president, who has a special 
interest in graduate students, to faculty, who are seeking better ways of assisting individual 
graduate students to become comfortable in their first year of graduate school. It may be read 
by the sta# of a new graduate student orientation program wondering what can be done to 
assure that the aims of the orientation program persist beyond a brief introduction to the pro-
gram and campus. It may be read by a dean of students, who is charged with making student 
support more inclusive of graduate students. !e intent of this monograph is to help all such 
readers and anyone else who might be seeking ideas about how to help graduate students make 
the transition.

!e monograph is divided into two major sections. !e first section presents an overview of 
the current nature, issues, and theories regarding graduate students. !e second section presents 
some ideas about how we can improve the transition into graduate school.

In the first chapter, Kim Rapp and Chris Golde present an overview of graduate educa-
tion and graduate students in the first decade of the 21st century. !ey also show how diverse 
the graduate student population has become and discuss the myriad issues associated with the 
transition to graduate school. In chapter 2, I discuss relevant theories of transition, from both 
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the viewpoint of developmental theories and theories about the impact of the college environ-
ment on students. In chapter 3, Joshua Alexander and Michelle Maher focus on the needs of 
master’s students and share findings from a study about their needs. Chapters 4 and 5 focus on 
special populations: Miya Simpson considers the challenges facing graduate students of color 
and the programs that assist them, and then Maureen Snow Andrade presents information on 
the complex adjustments facing international graduate students.

!e second section of this monograph o#ers a variety of strategies aimed at increasing per-
sistence and reducing attrition by focusing on improving the graduate student experience in the 
critical first year of transition. Michael Poock’s chapter explores the ways in which traditional 
orientation programs, so successful with undergraduates, have recently been expanded to help 
graduate students. In chapter 7, Jan Allen suggests a model for a transition course that uses 
the classroom as a location for providing important information about the graduate program, 
resources, and graduate-level survival skills. Richard Pratt and I begin chapter 8 by discussing 
the tradition of mentoring and then suggest how graduate programs can evolve into learning 
communities to improve the quality of mentoring and, in turn, the entire graduate experience. 
In chapter 9, Lydia Soleil focuses on another recent innovation, graduate student centers, which 
serve the specific needs of graduate students. In chapter 10, Leslie Sims looks at an array of 
graduate transition strategies from the point of admission to those that address long-term reten-
tion concerns. In the final chapter, I o#er some recommendations culled from the monograph 
to help guide anyone hoping to create or improve existing programs that address the graduate 
student transition.

!is monograph should be just the beginning of a change in the way graduate programs, 
graduate schools, and entire campuses see the graduate student experience. We hope that it gener-
ates research, stimulates program development, and—most important—increases the retention 
of graduate students. All of the authors represented here are grateful for the support and vision 
of the National Resource Center for !e First-Year Experience and Students in Transition for 
enabling this work to be presented. 

I would like to acknowledge the contributions of all of the authors with a special thanks to 
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