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1

INTRODUCTION

Christina W. Yao and David J. Nguyen

Graduate education is an increasingly important aspect of higher 
 education as it can provide opportunities for career advancement, 
career changes, or academic career access. In fall of 2019, over three 

million students enrolled in postbaccalaureate programs across the United 
States, which included students in master’s, doctoral, and professional degree 
 programs (National Center for Educational Statistics [NCES], 2021). The 
number of master’s and doctoral degrees conferred grew significantly between 
the 2009–2010 and 2018–2019 academic years, with all signs pointing to 
increased graduate enrollment each year (NCES, 2021). Overall, gradu-
ate education is a significant component of U.S. higher education, which 
necessitates increased attention to student learning and development while 
enrolled in graduate programs.

Higher education in the United States has faced increased scrutiny in 
recent years, with multiple calls for accountability, affordability, and rel-
evance to general society (see Cassuto, 2015). Affordability and conveni-
ence contribute to the growth in online and distance education over the 
past 15 years (Seaman et al., 2018). In addition, more students from diverse 
backgrounds (e.g., gender, race, ethnicity, national origin,  socioeconomic) 
are enrolling in higher education, necessitating a shift in  pedagogy, 
 curriculum, and socialization toward more culturally responsive ways. 
Yet, the emphasis in shifts in higher education tend to focus primarily on 
undergraduate students, with little attention given to the increasing gradu-
ate  student population. How can U.S. higher education better support, 
train, and socialize graduate students for their professions in ways that are 
 societally and culturally responsive? 

Despite the continued growth in numbers, graduate program attrition 
rates are of great concern to academic program coordinators and have per-
sisted over time, especially as the world starts to emerge from the COVID-19 
pandemic. Although specific numbers are not easily accessed, the Council of 
Graduate Schools (2004) stated that “conventional wisdom holds that only 
40 to 50 percent of students who begin PhD programs in the United States 
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2  INTRODUCTION

actually complete their degrees” (p. 3). The attrition and completion rates 
of master’s students is more difficult to target due to the variation in time, 
format, and relation to doctoral programs (Council of Graduate Schools, 
2010). Overall, the attrition and departure of all graduate students may be 
affected by a variety of factors. Current studies on graduate education noted 
that advising, finances, student preparation, test scores, loneliness, lack of 
community, mental health challenges, and socialization experiences contrib-
ute to why graduate students lengthen time to degree completion or leave 
their programs altogether (Abedi & Benkin, 1987; Berelson, 1960; Bowen & 
Rudenstine, 2014; Ehrenberg & Mavros, 1995; Gardner, 2009; Gururaj 
et al., 2010; Lovitts, 2002; Nettles & Millett, 2006). 

Many of these attrition factors relate to activities beyond the classroom 
that may impede academic progress. For example, in spring of 2020, the 
COVID-19 pandemic upended educational practices all over the world. 
Graduate students were heavily affected, citing mental health concerns such 
as depression, anxiety, and fear as they tried to navigate the sudden shifts to 
online classes amidst safety concerns for self and family within a racialized 
pandemic (Kee, 2021; Koo et al., 2021; Patias et al., 2021). In addition, 
studies on graduate education tend to focus on unwinding the attrition puz-
zle, with an emphasis on factors leading to departure rather than persistence 
and completion (see Lovitts, 2002; Nettles & Millett, 2006). 

Yet understanding graduate student persistence necessitates an empha-
sis on successful programs, initiatives, and interventions that lead to overall 
student success. Thus, the purpose of this book is to provide contempo-
rary practices and programs that may provide a comprehensive approach 
to  supporting graduate student success and completion. For the purpose 
of this book, we focus on graduate education, which includes both mas-
ter’s and  doctoral programs. We chose to exclude professional doctorates 
(i.e., law, medicine, and dental) as professional programs have unique con-
texts, outcomes, and structure. We also acknowledge that the chapters in this 
book are not intended to be a “one-size-fits-all” approach to graduate student 
 success. Rather, it is our hope that readers can and will adapt the authors’ 
suggestions for practice to individuals’ unique environmental contexts. 

This book is divided into three distinct sections: navigating contexts 
and identities, addressing academic and professional skill development, 
and supporting graduate students beyond the classroom. In the Navigating 
Contexts and Identities section, we highlight the shifting demographics 
and contextual factors shaping graduate education over the past 20 years. 
Acknowledging and addressing these shifting demographics are critical 
for supporting graduate students. David J. Nguyen’s chapter highlights 
key trends in graduate education as educators begin considering how 
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they are supporting graduate students. Christina W. Yao and Crystal E. 
Garcia’s chapter 2 discusses how institutions can support graduate students   
participating in virtual and online contexts. In chapter 3, Francena 
Turner, HyeJin Tina Yeo, and Eboni M. Zamani-Gallaher explore the 
role of power, intracultural, and cross-cultural communications alongside  
Brown et al.’s (1999) exploration of myths affecting graduate mentor/and 
mentees of color. Sonja Ardoin and Maria Erb’s chapter 4 highlights the 
unique challenges first generation students face when they enter graduate 
education and offers suggestions how institutions can help first generation 
graduate students’ transition. In chapter 5, Colin Ben and Jessica Solyom 
address different ways of knowing that graduate students may bring with 
them, with an emphasis on American Indian/Native American students. 
Finally, Chelsea H. Lyles, Natali Huggins, and Claire K. Robbins discuss the 
hidden curriculum embedded within graduate education and share tips for 
understanding the culture of graduate school.

The section on Addressing Academic and Professional Skill Development 
describes institutional practices to develop the requisite academic and profes-
sional development necessary to succeed in master’s and doctoral programs. 
A key ingredient for graduate students is to learn what is valued within their 
discipline and to develop the requisite skill required for degree completion. 
In the skill development section, we address different ways institutions can 
support academic and professional adroitness. In chapter 7, Lucas B. Hill 
shares his findings on how institutions can use teaching programs for gradu-
ate instructors to train student teachers across a range of career interests. 
OiYan Poon, Josefina Carmona, Carmen Rivera, and Kim Nehls’s chapter 8 
addresses the ways institutions can create supportive writing programs and 
environments. In chapter 9, Kim Nehls shares how institutions can support 
skill development through participating in professional organizations and 
associations. Finally, Meggan Madden and Jennifer Donaghue conclude this 
section with recommendations for how institutions can support students 
with international engagement interests. 

In the Supporting Graduate Students Beyond the Classroom section, we 
curate a conversation about different ways institutions can support gradu-
ate students beyond the classroom. In chapter 11, Carmen M. McCallum, 
Sarah Kurz, Emily Boerman, and Allison Boone address how institutions 
can support graduate student mental health. Jake Livengood’s chapter calls 
attention to myriad career paths for graduate students. In chapter 13, Phil 
Schuman and Salome Aluso share ways for students to tackle financial 
stress and avoid financial mismanagement. Matthew M. Couch and Kerry 
M. Hodak address how institutions can create student organizations to 
help  students find  community beyond their graduate program. Finally, in 
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4  INTRODUCTION

chapter 15, A. Emiko Blalock, Katy B. Mathuews, and Nicole Lor discuss 
ways for  graduate  students to create work–life balance.

This edited volume brings together scholars and practitioners for a 
 dialogue on how best to support graduate students in contemporary con-
texts while developing requisite skills and finding support beyond the 
classroom. In particular, this book addresses the needs of today’s changing 
student demography and offers ways to address challenges they may face 
inside and outside of the classroom. Within this edited book, a talented 
mixture of administrators and scholars offers new insights on supporting 
graduate  students and encourages institutions to have a dialogue about how 
to best support students during both in-class and out-of-class  academic 
 experiences. We are still grappling with the effects of the COVID-19 
 pandemic, yet we know that graduate education has shifted over the years 
and we must be ready to support students within contemporary contexts 
of higher education. It is our hope that readers, especially graduate school 
administrators, student affairs professionals, faculty, and researchers, find 
this edited book useful in reimagining ways to better support today’s 
 graduate student population. 
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