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Abstract

This article investigates the learning trajectories of graduate students and early 
career faculty – a group we refer to as emerging scholars. Taking a developmental 
perspective, our mixed-methods study employs surveys and interviews to under-
stand emerging scholars’ writing needs and experiences. This research is significant 
because although literature suggests emerging scholars struggle with new writing 
practices, perceptions, and identities, researchers rarely take a developmental per-
spective on the learning needs of emerging scholars, which ultimately limits access 
to the educational enterprise and perpetuates a gatekeeping culture in higher edu-
cation. Further, no studies that we know of consider graduate student and faculty 
writers’ needs in relation to one another. In this article, we present an innovative 
method for cross-analyzing data from these two groups in ways that reveal recur-
ring/diverging features of lifelong writing development. Our preliminary findings 
reveal connections and variations in the needs and experiences of these two groups 
that could inform pedagogy, programming, and institutional policy geared toward 
graduate student and faculty writers. Finally, we discuss methodological implica-
tions for studying groups of writers with proximate developmental relationships and 
explain how future applications of our method will contribute to research on writing 
development across the lifespan.
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1. Introduction

The field of writing studies has traditionally focused research and program 
development on undergraduate student writers. However, recent scholar-
ship suggests that graduate student and faculty writers struggle in similar 
ways with new writing practices, perceptions, and identities (Bosanquet 
and Cahir, 2016; Casanave and Li, 2008; Geller, 2013; Kiley, 2009; Wisker 
and Savin-Baden, 2009). Nevertheless, relatively few universities offer 
sustained and systematic support for advanced writers. Where it exists, 
institutional support for graduate students is often uncoordinated and 
point-of-need (Caplan and Cox, 2016; Simpson, 2016), and on-campus 
professional development efforts for faculty tend to focus on teaching 
rather than writing (Geller, 2013). 

One reason for this support gap may be the lingering assumption that 
faculty and advanced doctoral students – a group we refer to as emerging 
scholars – have definitively learned how to write for their professional fields. 
It follows that when researchers do attend to these writers, they rarely take a 
developmental perspective. Rather, studies explore how graduate students 
are enculturated into academic communities of practice (Casanave, 2014; 
Curry, 2016; French, 2016; Myles and Cheng, 2003; Simpson and Matsuda, 
2008) or offer general strategies for increasing faculty productivity (Boice, 
1990; Matkin and Riggar, 1991; Sword, 2017; Werder, 2013). By focusing 
on enculturation and productivity and by discouraging development-based 
research on advanced academic writers, the misperception that writing 
development should have already taken place stunts the growth of cam-
pus writing cultures; it limits access to the intellectual enterprise and fuels 
the publish or perish climate of higher education, which according to Bob 
Boice (1990: 7), perpetuates a kind of ‘Social Darwinism, supposing only 
the fittest survive’ (Geller, 2013: 7). As Bazerman, Applebee, Berninger, 
Brandt, Graham, Matsuda, Murphy, Rowe, and Schleppegrell (2017: 357) 
have argued, writing development is complex and recursive as it happens 
across the lifespan. In their words, ‘Every level of schooling makes new 
demands and requires new learning’; all writers need time, instruction, and 
support to respond to new writing situations. This broader understanding 
of writing development suggests that if we are to ‘promote and sustain all 
writing in the academy’ (Geller, 2013: 2), we must better understand and 
address the needs and experiences of emerging scholars as they develop as 
writers. 

Although collections begin to address how best to work with faculty 
writers/writing (Geller and Eodice, 2013) as well as with doctoral students 
through their culminating research projects (Badenhorst and Guerin, 
2016; Brooks-Gillies, Garcia, Kim, Manthey, and Smith, 2015; Simpson, 
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Caplan, Cox, and Phillips, 2016), no study that we know of considers doc-
toral student and faculty writers’ needs in relation to one another. We argue 
that the particular connections among these groups of writers create an 
unique opportunity to better understand the shape and character of writ-
ing development by studying emerging scholars as an integrated group. 
First, dissertating doctoral students and tenure-track faculty writers face 
the ‘“leading edge” of development’ as changes in writing demands, rou-
tines, and practices challenge their beliefs about knowledge, identity, and 
relationships (Baxter Magolda and King, 2007). Moreover, they are in close 
proximity on career/lifetime trajectories (faculty were once doctoral stu-
dents; some doctoral students will go on to become faculty). Finally, writers 
in both groups are in the midst of high stakes professional transitions and 
have literacy-based contact with one another (doctoral writers work with 
faculty advisors).1 Although we could learn about writing development by 
studying either group alone, studying them together allows us to construct 
a more nuanced, contextualized picture of recurring challenges faced by 
advanced writers in transition. 

 In what follows, we contribute ‘to the growing body of knowledge about 
how writers work and what supports their work’ (Geller, 2013: 2) by pre-
senting preliminary findings from our multi-institutional, mixed-methods 
study of the developmental trajectories of doctoral student and faculty 
writers. We focus on doctoral students writing dissertations rather than 
graduate students in general because of the high-stakes status of the dis-
sertation with regard to students’ academic and career goals and because 
of dissertation writers’ proximity to significant developmental transitions. 
Likewise, faculty in our study were in the early stages of their careers (pre-
tenure and post-doctoral/non-tenure track). We investigate the following 
research questions: 

• What are emerging scholars most concerned with as writers?2 
• Where do the concerns of doctoral student and faculty writers 

intersect and diverge? 
• What writing-related experiences or conditions do emerging 

scholars find meaningful or useful and which do they find prohibi-
tive or problematic?

While many scholars have used longitudinal methods to study writing 
development, longitudinal work requires significant investment of time and 
resources, and poses particular research challenges including constraints 
on the size of study populations and delays in publishing results. Given 
these limitations and the complex and variable nature of writing develop-
ment, researchers need alternative means for capturing writers’ learning 
as it evolves over time (Bazerman et al., 2017: 358). For that reason, our 
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larger project of which this article is a part seeks to understand what can be 
learned about writing development across the lifespan by studying doctoral 
student and faculty writers in relation to one another. Toward that end, we 
propose and test what we call the ‘parallax’ approach, an innovative method 
for lifespan research that targets both groups of writers (doctoral students 
and faculty) in an inter-informative way with particular attention to the 
similarities and disjunctures in their experiences. We detail the parallax 
approach as a promising new method for studying writing development 
across the lifespan, use our study of emerging scholars to demonstrate the 
method and suggest valuable findings that can result from this research 
approach, and offer implications of our method for future research on the 
writing development of emerging scholars and other groups. 

2. Methods

Parallax approach

To explain our integrated investigation of the writing development of 
emerging scholars, we use the concept of ‘parallax’. According to Slavoj 
Žižek (2006: 17), the standard definition of parallax is ‘the apparent dis-
placement of an object (the shift of its position against a background), 
caused by a change in observational position that provides a new line of 
sight.’ Used in astronomy, photography, and metaphorically in literature, 
parallax refers to the perception of depth created by viewing an object or 
event through two lines of sight. For example, because our eyes process 
visual information from two different places on our heads, each eye cap-
tures a slightly different version of the same object. Both eyes together gen-
erate a rich three dimensional picture of the object. In a similar vein, we 
seek to capture the depth and texture of writers’ concerns by viewing them 
from different perspectives along the lifespan trajectory – the perspective 
of doctoral writers and the perspective of faculty writers. 

In Figure 1, the stars represent concerns we identified as shared by writ-
ers in our study. We gathered data on experiences and perceptions of each 
concern from the two vantage points (of doctoral students and faculty). 
Like astronomers, we repeat this process with multiple stars (writer con-
cerns), deepening our knowledge of the concerns as well as the distances 
between the lines of sight (see Figure 2). This approach generates a unique 
view of writing development. By viewing each concern from more than one 
position, we increase our depth perception, our nuanced understanding 
of the concern. Moreover, we work backwards from the parallactical pic-
ture to the original positions to determine the developmental differences 
between them. In other words, by analyzing divergences and convergences 
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among perceptions of each concern by tracing various lines of sight, we 
gauge the distinctions between the two observational perspectives. Instead 
of following one or a few individuals writers’ movements longitudinally 
from doctoral student to faculty, we plot multiple experiences of particular 
concerns from both positions at one moment in time, allowing us to chart 
more dynamically the nonlinear, complex terrain of writing development.

Figure   1:   Parallax   method   for   studying   a   writing - related   concern

Doctoral Students

Writers’ Concerns

Faculty 

Faculty experience of 
writing concern

Doctoral student experience 
of writing concern
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Overarching study design

Through the parallax method we offer a novel approach to the ‘long view’ 
of writing development (Bazerman et al., 2017), as we seek to determine 
a range of factors (social, structural, relational, behavioral, psychologi-
cal) that inform writing development for faculty and doctoral students. 
To capture how emerging scholars make sense of their lived experiences 
(van Manen, 1990) as writers we designed two data collection protocols, 
one for doctoral student writers and one for early career faculty writers. 
Rather than designing a common tool that would limit the scope of our 
inquiry, we designed protocols separately to acknowledge specific contexts 
and capture the particular needs and experiences relevant to each study 
population. Data collected from the two procedures was cross-analyzed 
to explore the writing development of emerging scholars, with a focus on 

Figure   2:   Parallax   method   for   studying   multiple   writing-related   concerns

Doctoral Students

Writers’ Concerns

Faculty 
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where/how writer concerns of doctoral students and faculty intersected 
and diverged. As we show, this parallax approach captures a broader pic-
ture of writing development across the lifespan. It allows us to embrace 
the evolving, nonlinear, and recursive nature of writing development, while 
mitigating feasibility and sustainability issues that often arise in traditional 
longitudinal studies. Below, we outline each of the data collection proto-
cols as well as our process for preparing and cross-analyzing data from 
each group of writers. 

Data collection: Doctoral student writers

A survey about doctoral students’ experiences and development as writ-
ers was distributed by Madden through the asynchronous online system, 
Qualtrics.3 Survey respondents (N = 195) were doctoral students in the 
dissertation writing phase of their program and were enrolled at 19 differ-
ent US universities. Respondents were pursuing degrees in a range of fields 
such as geology, educational leadership, anthropology, and art history, 
among others. Among these, 45% located their dissertation research in 
the social sciences, 24.5% identified their work as humanities, 27.5% iden-
tified their work as science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM), 
and 2.8% identified their work as design/creative arts. Study participants 
self-identified as white (81.5%), Black/African American (3.8%), Hispanic/
Latino (9.4%), Indigenous/Native American (3.8%), and Asian American/
Pacific Islander (1.5%). Of 195 respondents, 70.5% identified as women, 
28.5% identified as men, and 1% identified as trans or gender non-binary. 
Of our respondents, 11.5% identified as international students and 88.5% 
identified as domestic students. The following languages (among others) 
were identified as the predominant ones spoken in respondents’ homes: 
Spanish, Korean, Arabic, Mandarin, and Farsi.4 

Rather than relying on established scales, constructs measured in the 
survey represent the areas that students identify as most important to their 
dissertation writing process, including dissertation preparation; satisfac-
tion with quantity and quality of writing feedback; perceptions of writing 
development; writerly self-efficacy and professional competence; percep-
tions of writing center resources; and perceptions of social and group 
interactions. Participants responded to multiple choice (Likert scale) 
questions and several open-ended questions. In this article, we examine 
responses to the following: (1) What course or courses best prepared you 
to write your dissertation? Please explain your answer. (2) If you have used 
any of these resources [writing center, family/friends, peers/cohort, writ-
ing groups], please explain how they contributed to your development as 
a writer. (3) Please describe one or two particular experience(s) that stand 
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out as significant regarding the support/feedback that you received during 
your writing process. (4) Do you feel you are part of a supportive commu-
nity? Please explain your answer. (5) What can be done to improve support 
for doctoral student writers at your university? 

Data collection: Faculty writers

Faculty participants (N = 9) were recruited from a writing group organized 
around Wendy Belcher’s Writing Your Journal Article in Twelve Weeks, 
facilitated in Spring 2016 at a large state research university. Because the 
goal of the larger study – of which the procedure described in this article 
is a part – is to study faculty writers’ experiences of transformative learn-
ing, it was important that participants had a shared context within which 
to study transformation (King, 2009); thus faculty were recruited from the 
same writing group. Data collection is ongoing and future iterations will 
include survey and interview data from faculty not participating in writing 
groups. In our current dataset, study participants identified as women aged 
30 to 49; white/Caucasian (6), Black (1), and Puerto Rican (1). One chose 
not to specify her race/ethnicity. One participant was non-tenure track 
and the rest were pre-tenure; four were from arts and humanities, five from 
social science, and one from science and engineering. To acknowledge the 
‘reciprocal relationships’ among writing development and other forms of 
development (Bazerman et al., 2017), Tarabochia conducted one-hour 
interviews with faculty at the end of the spring semester using the Subject–
Object Interview protocol. Based on Robert Kegan’s (1982) constructivist 
development theory, the protocol investigates how faculty understand and 
respond to challenges impacting their identities as writers (Kegan, Noam, 
and Rogers, 1982; Lahey, Souvaine, Kegan, Goodman, and Felix, 2011). 
Participants were presented with ten index cards each labeled with a topic 
(anger, anxious/nervous, success, conviction, sad, torn, moved, lost some-
thing, change, important to me) and asked to jot down writing-related 
memories, events, and experiences associated with the topic. Jottings were 
used to structure interviews and open ended questions were used to probe 
how participants structured the experiences they chose to discuss (Lahey 
et al., 2011: 204). 

Coding 

Following Cheryl Geisler’s (2004: 35) procedure for preparing verbal data, 
we bracketed data into 721 total segments based on topical chain, using 
markers such as pronouns, demonstratives, definite articles and other 
expressions to determine the boundaries of the topic of a discourse. For 
consistency, Madden segmented all doctoral student data (350 segments, 



 RESEARCHING THE WRITING DEVELOPMENT OF DOCTORAL STUDENTS AND FACULTY 431

48.5% of total) and Tarabochia segmented all faculty data (371 segments, 
51.5% of total). We developed a codebook through an iterative process of 
reading through data independently, identifying themes, and drafting and 
revising a glossary of central concerns of writers in our study. Again, we use 
‘concern’ in a general sense to reference issues, experiences, or conditions 
that were relevant to writers. The final coding scheme is as follows:

• Mentoring (M): concerned with relationships with senior advisors, 
or about mentors and their behavior. 

• Social interaction (I): concerned with interaction with peers (or 
others who are not in advisory positions) around writing, shared 
writing routines, or emotional support around writing.

• Structure (S): concerned with institutional conditions that impact 
writing including courses, programs, administrative bodies; 
benchmarks such as exams, tenure; and departmental/institutional 
culture or environment.

• Life (L): concerned with life outside academic writing or responsi-
bilities; includes self-care and worries about self-worth.

• Writing approaches, practices, and routines (W): concerned with 
individual practices such as freewriting, drafting, revising; concrete 
writing routines, individual reading or research processes.

• Professional identity (P): concerned with disciplinary membership 
or professionalization as a writer in a content area; being validated 
as writer/scholar; defining one’s scholarly niche. 

We also included a ‘null’ category for responses unrelated to writing devel-
opment (broadly conceived) or lacking sufficient specificity to identify a 
writing-related concern. 

We took a systematic approach to coding, blending Geisler’s (2004) 
procedure for verbal data analysis with Smagorinsky’s (2008) collabora-
tive coding process. We coded a subset of data independently for writer 
concern and then met to discuss disagreements and decide how to code 
and bracket each segment, reaching agreement ‘through collaborative 
discussion rather than independent corroboration’ (Smagorinsky, 2008: 
401). This process was repeated until the entire dataset was coded. Inter-
coder reliability was calculated after coding each subset and again for the 
entire dataset. Overall agreement of 82.2% was achieved (Cohen’s Kappa = 
0.778), which indicates moderate to high inter-coder reliability. Following 
Geisler’s method, we associated each segment with only one code. When 
a topical chain included more than one concern, we coded the segment 
for the dominant concern. This allowed us to calculate frequencies in rela-
tion to total segments as well as to conduct a second round of coding for 
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magnitude. Future applications of the parallax method might experiment 
with an analysis procedure in which segments are assigned multiple codes. 

After coding for writer concern, we performed a second round of coding 
to indicate the magnitude of each segment in relation to the main concern. 
According to Johnny Saldaña (2016: 86), magnitude coding adds a subcode 
to previously coded data ‘to indicate its intensity, frequency, direction, 
presence, or evaluative content’. Magnitude coding is appropriate for 
analyses that ‘examine positive, negative, and neutral perspectives’, as 
a way to flesh out dimensions of a code (Saldaña, 2016: 86, 90). Because 
we are interested in writer development for advanced scholars, we chose 
to capture their broad concerns first – relevant issues, experiences, and 
conditions that were beneficial and problematic – rather than focusing 
on negative experiences or needs alone. Magnitude coding deepened 
our understanding of writers’ general concerns by surfacing negative 
experiences as well as conditions or interactions that writers value. 
Segments were coded positive magnitude when they described a concern 
in terms of balance or keeping things in perspective, reported resolving 
an issue or challenge, included positive adjectives (e.g. ‘helpful’, ‘useful’, 
‘valuable’) or referenced positive emotions related to writing. Segments 
received a negative magnitude code when the participant indicated a need 
or lack, problems with writing, reported being in the midst of struggle, 
described how a situation could have been better, included negative terms 
(e.g. ‘burden’, ‘anxiety’) or referenced negative emotions. The neutral code 
was used for segments that indicated a concern (a relevant experience, issue 
or condition) but neither positive nor negative magnitude was evident in 
relation to that concern. Segments coded ‘null’ in the first round, were also 
coded ‘null’ in the second round. As with the first round of coding, we 
followed a collaborative procedure for magnitude coding; in two separate 
sessions authors coded separately and resolved disagreements through 
discussion. Our second session agreement was 88.7% (Cohen’s Kappa = 
0.799). 

The collaborative method was appropriate for our research goals and 
blended dataset. As Geisler (2004: 75) notes, when a phenomenon is ‘con-
text bound’, as is the case with parallax research, it can be difficult to ‘develop 
methods for communicating an interpretation of that phenomenon out-
side the context of production’. Adapting Smagorinsky’s collaborative cod-
ing method, we addressed this challenge by ensuring that every segment 
was analyzed by both coders, who then deliberated about disagreements 
and agreed on final codes. As Smagorinsky (2008: 402) explains ‘collabora-
tive coding thus provides a means through which levels of expertise may 
emerge through the process of discussion in relation to data.’ In our case, 
Madden was able to provide context around the survey tool and doctoral 



 RESEARCHING THE WRITING DEVELOPMENT OF DOCTORAL STUDENTS AND FACULTY 433

student data, and Tarabochia was able provide context for the interview 
tool and faculty data. With Smagorinsky (2008: 402), we believe ‘the flex-
ible and generative nature of the collaborative approach [is] more likely 
to produce an insightful reading of the data because each decision is the 
result of a serious and thoughtful exchange’. This blended process is ideal 
for a parallax approach to lifespan research because it ensures rigorous 
coding of data collected with different research tools from different par-
ticipant groups. 

3. Results and analysis

We analyzed the data by counting codes and calculating overall frequency. 
Code frequencies were calculated for each group (doctoral students and 
faculty), for each doctoral student survey question, and for each faculty 
participant. Figure 3 provides an overview of concerns expressed by 

Figure 3: Frequency of writers’ concerns
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writers in our study. Structure appeared most frequently (200 segments or 
27.7% of the time) followed by concerns related to Social Interaction with 
peers (182 segments or 25.2% of the time). Least frequent codes overall 
were Life (42 segments or 5.8%), and Writing Approaches, Practices, and 
Routines (Writing APR) (39 segments or 5.4%). Mentoring (89 or 12.3%) 
and Professional Identity development (112 or 15.5%) were relatively 
frequent concerns expressed by participants. A total of 57 segments (7.9%) 
were coded Null.

Figure 3 shows how many of the segments coded for each concern 
came from each group. As is evident in the figure when separated by 
group, the frequency of writers’ concerns did not map exactly onto the 
frequencies for the overall dataset. Structure was the number one concern 
of doctoral student writers (118 responses or 33.7% of graduate student 

Figure 4: Magnitude of writers’ concerns
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segments) but the second most frequent concern for faculty (82 responses 
or 22.1% of faculty segments). Social Interaction was the second most 
frequent concern for doctoral students (113 responses or 32.2%), as was 
the case in the overall dataset. However, Social Interaction was the third 
most frequent code for faculty (69 responses or 18.6%). Faculty were more 
concerned with Professional Identity (88 responses or 23.7%). Unlike in 
the overall dataset, Life appeared as a concern least frequently for doctoral 
students (four responses or 1.1%) while the least frequent code for faculty 
was Mentoring (26 responses or 7%), which was a top three concern for 
doctoral students (63 responses or 18%). 

We also calculated the number of positive and negative experiences in 
relation to each concern (Figure 4). Overall, writers reported more positive 
experiences and conditions (388 segments or 53.8%) than negative ones 
(269 or 37.3%); this is true for both doctoral students and faculty. Most 
concerns were associated with positive experiences and conditions as well, 
with the exception of Structure and Mentoring. Both doctoral students and 
faculty reported more negative experiences than positive ones in relation 
to those two concerns. Sixteen out of 26 faculty segments (61.5%) coded 
Mentoring and 66 out of 80 segments (82.5%) coded Structure indicated 
negative magnitude. For doctoral students, 36 out of 63 segments coded 
Mentoring (57.1%) and 69 out of 118 segments coded Structure (58.4%) 
indicated negative magnitude.

Most frequent concerns: Structure and Social Interaction

Given the prominent role structure plays in academic life, it makes sense 
that Structure was a high concern for emerging scholars; what stands out 
to us are the differences between the kinds of structural concerns most 
common in each group – differences surfaced by the parallax approach 
that we may not have seen otherwise. Whereas many faculty pointed to 
tenure or discipline-related structural concerns, doctoral students tended 
to refer to structures of courses/programs and department culture. Faculty 
writers’ structural concerns included: time constraints that make scholar-
ship feel rushed and disingenuous; the value of intellectual freedom pro-
vided by the tenure system to pursue a self-defined research agenda; the 
need to defend one’s scholarship and scholarly competence during annual 
reviews; fear and intimidation in response to publication demands; and 
feeling compelled to publish in certain journals (instead of ‘best fit’ jour-
nals) due to department tenure expectations. Interestingly, of the three fac-
ulty participants who had Structure as their most frequent concern, two 
were women of color and the third was a woman assistant professor in 
architecture, a field historically dominated by men.
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Unlike faculty, who pointed out both the liberatory and discriminatory 
nature of larger structures impacting their writing lives, doctoral students 
tended to frame their responses in terms of local conditions in their 
departments and programs. Out of all the questions, doctoral students 
indicated structural concerns most frequently (61 segments) in response 
to the question about what course best prepared them to write their 
dissertations. Responses ranged from ‘I have not taken a course that 
prepared me for the dissertation process’ to ‘This course had us write a NSF 
proposal that later ended up funding my graduate education’. The frequency 
of this concern in response to a question about course preparation is 
not surprising given that we coded responses about courses and other 
institutional entities as structural concerns. However, it seems significant 
that Structure was the most frequent concern (44 out of 84 segments or 
52.4%) raised in response to the open-ended question, ‘What can be done 
to improve support for dissertation writers at your university?’ Examples 
include ‘The department and environment [are] a mess and they are trying 
to fix it’ and ‘More money and more time to focus on his/her own writing’. 
Overall, writers pointed to the multiple ways that structural forces demand, 
scaffold (or not), and evaluate the work of advanced academic writers. 
Their concerns highlight how institutional structures create impetus and 
set the stakes for writing, as well as how structures can provide formal 
support for writers. Differences in how participants in each group framed 
their concerns point to how these considerations evolve over the course of 
writers’ development, shifting but never getting fully resolved.

As with the structure concern, the frequency of the Social Interaction 
code aligned with our expectation, especially given that doctoral student 
survey questions asked explicitly about peer interaction and faculty inter-
views focused on participants’ writing group experiences. Although some 
student participants claimed to be ‘lone wolves’, who preferred to write in 
isolation, most valued social interaction with others and highlighted the 
ways that working with peers helped them see different perspectives on 
their work and/or refine their own writing processes. Faculty also relied on 
support from their peers; fellow writers contributed to the development 
of their scholarly identities and research agendas. For example, Lorna, 
a faculty member who identified as Puerto Rican/Latina, described sur-
rounding herself with other working class scholars. Similarly, Sadie, who 
identified as a Black woman, explained the importance of social interaction 
with fellow scholars of color:

So they [scholars of color] do a lot of affirmative work for me. So they 
remind me about why my scholarship is important […] I also hear them 
testify to their experiences so I realize it is not just me who is going through 
this but other people who do the kind of work that I do also have had these 
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similar kinds of experiences. So the testimonial work is important. And 
then they help me to refocus […] on my purpose. […] They help remind me 
what my purpose is and how what I am doing, my scholarship, my writing, 
is in line with my purpose. 

Our findings confirm that emerging scholars, like all writers, need intellec-
tual community and appreciate opportunities for emotional support and 
commiseration with fellow writers facing similar challenges. By studying 
both groups of writers together, we lay the groundwork for further unpack-
ing how writers’ concerns with social interaction evolve recursively over 
time and intersect with dimensions of difference. 

While emerging scholars more frequently described negative experi-
ences or needs in relation to structure, they described mostly positive expe-
riences and conditions in relation to social interaction. Negative concerns 
related to structure make sense given that doctoral and faculty writers are 
in the midst of moments in their developmental trajectories when they 
are uniquely constrained by structures – procedures, policies and require-
ments related to a graduate degree and to tenure respectively. The fact that 
they report positive experiences around social interaction might indicate 
that conversations with peers around writing help mitigate the challenge 
of navigating those structures. It might also inspire creative thinking about 
how departmental and institutional structures can be designed to cultivate 
meaningful social interactions around writing. 

Least frequent concerns: Life and Writing Approaches, Practices, Routines

We were surprised to see how rarely emerging scholars expressed con-
cerns related to Life and to Writing Approaches, Practices, and Routines 
(Writing APR). One reason Life appeared so infrequently may be that doc-
toral student survey questions were not worded to invite explicit reflection 
on life outside of academia. In addition, participants often mentioned life 
issues in relation to institutional structures, in which case the segments 
were coded as Structure. For example, one doctoral student commented: 

[A]n issue that arises for graduate students – and especially PhD candidates 
who are at the dissertation phase – is that they are older, are married, have 
kids, are more likely to live further away from campus, they often work 
secondary jobs, etc. Much of the timing and organization of [writing cen-
ter] events still seems to have been designed with the undergraduate/early 
graduate lifestyle.

Although the writer describes how their life inside and outside the acad-
emy are in conflict, their main concern seems to be the institutional struc-
tures that do not accommodate life needs or allow them to juggle the many 
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responsibilities that come with being an ‘older’ student. Thus, segments 
coded as Structure might hide concerns about life. 

Doctoral student life concerns may have been similarly obscured by the 
Social Interaction code. Many student participant respondents indicated 
the need for moral and emotional support in navigating the complexities 
of a writing life. When they talked about commiserating with peers, we 
interpreted the main concern as Social Interaction. Only when emerging 
scholars sought professional help, received emotional support from family 
and friends, emphasized self-care, or indicated that writing experiences 
impacted their sense of self beyond academic identity, did we code the con-
cern Life. For example, one doctoral student said: ‘Family/friends provide 
support, motivation, and affirmation that I have the capability to write the 
dissertation.’ Another noted, ‘My advisor supports me emotionally’, a con-
cern we coded as Life because the student indicates the need for support 
beyond typical academic mentorship. 

Faculty in our study indicated concerns with Life much more frequently 
than doctoral students (10% vs 1%). Their concerns included issues of self-
care, aligning roles and responsibilities within and outside of academic 
work, and the challenge of integrating personal lives and writing lives. For 
instance, one faculty member explained the guilt she feels when life cir-
cumstances interrupt writing time and her struggle to give herself permis-
sion to tend to her life outside of academia: 

[I]t definitely is newish giving myself permission to be like, ‘I am moving; 
I can’t write right now.’ I can’t always have two hours a day where I write. 
Sometimes things just don’t work out. […] Yeah, and not seeing it as an all 
or nothing thing like ‘Oh, you didn’t write because you were moving so you 
were a failure’, or … even just seeing it as I am just going to take a few days 
off and do this. I don’t know. Somehow I think I am getting better about 
that.

Faculty also indicated how their lives – their upbringing, their values, and 
their support systems – shaped their approach to scholarship. Life prac-
tices and experiences motivated their writing and research and helped 
them gain the perspective they needed to separate their self-worth from 
academic success. One faculty member attributed her work ethic to blue 
collar roots:

I mean I guess I don’t really think of it as like the holy grail. I’m working 
to find a holy grail it’s just, I guess it’s kind of blue collar mentality just 
keep plugging along, punching in, punching out just keep hacking away at 
it, but.. […] I grew up on a farm – it was a working farm; it wasn’t a fun nos-
talgic hope romantic farm – it was a working farm. So maybe that farmer’s 
mentality, I don’t know.
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Faculty seemed to take (or be in the process of taking) responsibility for 
orchestrating lives that integrated their personal and academic selves, as 
the following comment illustrates:

I think in many ways my career shifting and reorganizing directly aligns 
with my personal life shifting and reorganizing. Because I’ve started out on 
my own so I left [a] long term relationship and moved out on my own and 
bought a house and so it was exciting, but at the same time that means that 
I had to rethink the way I was doing things and reorganize my time and be 
careful about being responsible for roles and new rules and that kind of 
thing. […] And then feeling like third year review it’s time to reorganize and 
figure out what I can get done and so those were happening simultaneously 
in a good way because I wanted to make sure that big life shifts weren’t 
barriers, that I was doing good integrating across, making sure there were 
appropriate boundaries and routines and redesigning things together in a 
way that worked for me, in a better way.

As these examples suggest, for faculty, unlike for doctoral students, life 
concerns were not usually about how institutional structures fail to account 
for life circumstances or about seeking emotional support from friends 
and family. The difference in life concerns, as surfaced through the paral-
lax method, illustrates how a similar developmental dimension can evolve, 
continuing to impact writers differently over the course of their lifetimes. 
The fact that doctoral students and faculty indicated positive experiences 
of balance between their academic work and life outside the academy was 
surprising and heartening. However, the fact that neither group mentioned 
life very often might be indicative of cultural assumptions about the inap-
propriateness of discussing life in academic contexts. 

Like the Life code, the Writing APR code appeared surprisingly infre-
quently. We expected to see many of these concerns given the focus of dis-
sertation completion camps, faculty development programs, and literature 
on ‘management as a key to productivity’ (Werder, 2013: 279). And indeed 
many doctoral students in our study mentioned practice-based concerns 
such as using published and unpublished writing to learn how to orga-
nize their own scholarly texts. However, only in response to the survey 
question about how campus resources contributed to dissertation writers’ 
development did we see this code appear more than once for doctoral stu-
dents. Importantly, doctoral student concerns about writing practices were 
often mentioned in relation to courses. For example, one student explained 
that a particular course ‘was helpful because there was a research writing 
assignment that helped jump start my literature review and ability to orga-
nize my thoughts’. Although the student is concerned with writing prac-
tices such as composing a literature review and organization, the focus was 
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on the importance of a course designed to teach these practices, leading us 
to code the segment Structure.

Faculty responses coded Writing APR discussed writing routine man-
agement – finding different times and places to write, tracking progress 
and productivity, prioritizing, and navigating the reviewer feedback pro-
cess. However, the majority of faculty members in the study mentioned this 
type of concern fewer than two times during their hour-long interviews. 
The two participants (both women) who identified as faculty of color did 
not indicate concerns about writing practices and routines at all. At times, 
faculty writers mentioned writing approaches, practices, and routines in 
the context of social interaction. They appreciated hearing peers reflect 
on the challenge of finding time and space to write and learning how fel-
low writers approached certain writing tasks. We coded these concerns as 
Social Interaction when the emphasis seemed to be on hearing from peers, 
which could be one reason for the infrequency of the Writing APR code. 
Another reason may be that the nine faculty members who participated in 
this study had all self-selected to participate in a writing group, so the study 
population may have been predisposed to concerns with social interaction 
around writing. When the concern seemed to be about professionalizing 
in the discipline (e.g. writing a literature review or structuring a research 
article) segments were coded as Professional Identity. Because the Writing 
APR code was constructed to capture writers’ independent efforts to estab-
lish or master writing practices and routines, it is telling that writers in our 
study were rarely concerned with this work apart from structure and social 
interaction. This result was particularly surprising given the landscape of 
literature and conventional wisdom about advanced writers; the majority 
of the top-selling writing guides for faculty and graduate students deploy 
a self-help approach and offer writers strategies for establishing habitual 
writing practices and routines (Bolker, 1998; Sword, 2017). The disconnect 
suggests how findings from our parallax approach can challenge assump-
tions underlying existing support structures for advanced writers. 

Mid-range concerns: Mentoring and Professional Identity

In the overall dataset, Mentoring and Professional Identity codes fell in 
the middle of the frequency scale. However, Mentoring was among the 
top three most frequent concerns for doctoral students and Professional 
Identity was among the top three most frequent concerns for faculty 
writers. Mentoring appeared 63 times (18% of the time) in doctoral stu-
dent responses and most frequently in response to the question: ‘Please 
describe one or two particular experience(s) that stand out as significant 
regarding the support/feedback that you received during your writing 
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process’. Sometimes responses indicated positive experiences with men-
tors: ‘Meeting one-on-one multiple times with my dissertation director has 
been extremely helpful.’ Other times, they indicated frustration with dys-
functional mentoring relationships: ‘I am most unhappy with the frequency 
and quality of writing feedback from my research advisor. It was frequently 
late, or minimal. I only ended up getting substantial help with revisions on 
one chapter, which was intended to be submitted for publication.’ Because 
relationships with research mentors and dissertation advisors is built into 
the graduate experience and because this question prompted students 
to discuss a feedback experience, it makes sense that many doctoral stu-
dents mentioned the positive and negative impact of those relationships 
in response to this question. Their responses confirm the importance of 
consistent, supportive advisory relationships for doctoral student writers.

In contrast, Mentoring was one of the least frequent concerns for faculty 
writers. The code appeared 26 times in the faculty data (7% of the time). 
Eight of the nine faculty participants mentioned a mentoring concern fewer 
than five times, and two did not mention it at all. When they did mention 
mentoring, faculty referred to senior colleagues in their fields (e.g. journal 
editors), expressed the need for advice about tenure or institutional poli-
tics from experienced colleagues outside their departments, or reflected on 
past relationships with dissertation advisors. More often than not, faculty 
mentoring concerns carried a negative magnitude (16 segments or 65% of 
the time). For example, one faculty member tied her struggle to write the 
book required for tenure, which was based on her dissertation, to a ‘weird 
experience’ with her dissertation committee. She explained:

I am pretty sure only one person, … read it and gave me comments out of 
four. Another person read it and said, ‘It is not ready. If I were your advi-
sor I wouldn’t let you graduate, but I will just sign it anyway and I will give 
you my comments later,’ and never did give me comments. So it was just 
floating that it’s bad. You know. And then the other two both said, ‘Oh wow. 
This is nice. I learned a lot.’ It was like horrible …

Experiences like this one highlight how past writing experiences can 
impact future writing struggles and reiterate the importance of solid advi-
sory relationships in graduate school. 

The role of mentoring may be particularly pivotal for faculty of color. 
Sadie, the faculty participant who identified as a black woman, talked about 
her fear of the job market fueling her anxiety around tenure, relating that 
fear and anxiety to lack of mentoring:

Well … I know I am smart and I know I have something to contribute and 
I know a lot of that kind of marketing work has to do with mentoring and 
if I got the right mentors … like I don’t feel like I am mentored. I don’t feel 
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like I have a mentor but I feel like if I had a mentor then a lot of that kind 
of crafting materials to send out would be more appealing to other institu-
tions. So I feel like a lot of that kind of stuff is less about my ability to be a 
good scholar and people recognize that I am good scholar and more about 
how I craft application materials and knowing and having mentors to help 
me to do that …

Concerns like Sadie’s suggest that although the Mentoring code did not 
appear as frequently for faculty, advisor relationships (or lack thereof ) still 
had a vital role in their academic writing lives. When faculty did mention 
mentoring, it was more frequently in reference to interactions with their 
graduate advisors or dissertation committee members (18 of 26 segments 
or 69%). We speculate that writing-focused mentoring for faculty may not 
exist as often as it should, perhaps because faculty are assumed to already 
be capable and competent writers. Conceivably, faculty in our study rarely 
mentioned mentoring because they did not expect to be mentored as writ-
ers once they had entered faculty positions. This suggests the need for a 
change in institutional culture and more formal structures for mentoring 
in support of faculty writing development. Even ‘good scholars’ like Sadie 
need support writing new genres and learning to market themselves and 
their research in writing. 

Unlike Mentoring, Professional Identity was a more prominent concern 
for faculty than for doctoral students. The concern appeared 24 times or 
6.9% of the time for doctoral students and 88 times or 23.7% of the time for 
faculty writers. Doctoral students mentioned professional identity devel-
opment most frequently in response to the question about what courses 
prepared them to write their dissertations. In these cases, respondents 
highlighted how particular courses helped hone their academic or disci-
plinary writing skills in terms of genre, subject matter, research methods, 
and style. Students wrote about learning to work with interdisciplinary 
resources, write literature reviews, craft dissertation prospectuses, and 
conduct archival research. One student wrote of a research methodol-
ogy class: ‘The professor provided feedback as experts in the field. They 
explained how to write valid and reliable research. Best class I took!’ 
Another said this of a scholarly writing course: ‘It was an elective in my 
area and did not focus directly on dissertation writing. Rather, the focus 
was on writing as an expert in the field for outlets such as Op Eds, blogs, 
and manazines/journals [sic].’ 

While doctoral students expressed concerns with learning the moves of 
academic writers/researchers, many faculty were interested in developing 
their scholarly niches. For example, one participant talked about how the 
process of building a research agenda affected her writing process and how 
she processed acceptance and rejection from journals in her field:
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Okay this isn’t a consistent 10,000 words these are … potentially disparate 
idea[s] that I am going to pull and use in different places. And I think that 
has helped, that one thing isn’t just going to define me. And so I guess this 
part it is my dissertation so there is always that … there is that idea like oh 
you know what you did for your dissertation defines you as a scholar. It is 
that first step in your career and so if I am giving that up, what am I giving 
up? And I feel like that’s an important piece to me. The piece that is being 
published is more important, so I am okay I think I am okay with that 
balance. I think if it all would have been rejected, I would be thinking very 
differently.

Another participant focused less on the topics of her research and more on 
the kind of scholar she wanted to be and how changing her writing routines 
was key to her development:

So I used to use conference deadlines as deadlines to get a first draft of 
a paper done but I think how I want the field to view me as not always 
presenting a first draft. I want to be able to because I see you know senior 
scholars presenting work that is already done and out and so I would like to 
have that shift to where when people show up to a conference session that I 
can say you can find this paper it just came out in this journal and that will 
kind of that is a greater impact on the field is being able to promote your 
own work rather than you know feeling like you are using the deadlines to 
get yourself ahead rather than being ahead of the deadlines and using it to 
promote yourself. There is a big difference.

The focus on establishing oneself in the field as a competent scholar with 
a coherent research agenda sets faculty participants apart from doctoral 
students who seemed more concerned with learning the academic and dis-
ciplinary writing conventions of their fields. Perhaps the connection with 
identity made faculty members mention concerns with professionalism 
more frequently. 

4. Discussion and implications

As our results show, the parallax method surfaces nuanced dimensions of 
emerging scholars’ experiences of writing-related concerns. In particular, 
our data suggest that doctoral students and faculty are most concerned 
with issues of Structure, Social Interaction, Mentoring, and Professional 
Identity as they navigate developmental transitions. Their concerns inter-
sect and diverge in complex ways that demonstrate the recursive, lifelong 
status of writing development. These concerns go beyond discursive, 
text-level features, toward the interactions they have with others around 
writing, developing an authentic scholarly voice within their discipline, 
and the environmental factors (including institutional environments and 
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disciplinary trends) that enable and constrain their work. Had we studied 
each group of writers independently, results may have led us to certain 
assumptions about each groups needs that our broader picture of concerns 
shared across the groups challenges. For example, without considering both 
study populations together, we might have coded all the doctoral student 
responses around writing and professional identity as text-related issues; 
however, when considered together with faculty concerns about disciplin-
ary membership, we were able to distinguish between topical chains where 
the doctoral student’s main concern is disciplinary enculturation and 
chains where the main concern is establishing a workable writing routine. 
In this way, the parallax approach helped us to see the convergences and 
divergences in the concerns and experiences of writers in each group in 
ways we might not have with another method or by studying either group 
alone. 

At first glance, the fact that doctoral students and faculty reported 
mostly negative experiences with mentoring, and the fact that faculty 
referred to the mentoring experiences they had as graduate students sug-
gests: (1) we need better training for faculty mentoring doctoral writers 
along with more creative mentoring structures so that doctoral student 
writers are not forced to rely on one director to support their writing devel-
opment; and (2) we would do well to include writing-focused mentorship 
in current supports for faculty, which may focus on research and teaching 
but neglect writing development. Structure was another concern that was 
mostly negative, and its appearance with mentoring as a negative concern 
raises questions about the relationship of mentoring to structure and how 
we might consider negative magnitude concerns alongside positive ones to 
generate creative ways to address writers’ needs. For example, how might 
we more consciously support writers’ desire for social interaction through 
formal structures – by building writing cohorts into graduate education? 
How might we design support structures that consolidate resources by 
benefiting both doctoral students and faculty such as shared writing spaces 
or reciprocal mentoring opportunities? 

That emerging scholars report positive associations with social interac-
tion, writing approaches, practices, and routines, work/life connections, 
and professional identity development is heartening and suggests that we 
have much to learn from the experiences and conditions for writing that 
emerging scholars find meaningful and productive. While we were not sur-
prised to see social interaction as such a prominent – and mostly positive 
– concern for emerging scholars, the divergences in responses from each 
group of writers offer fruitful areas for continued study. Further coding and 
analysis within our existing dataset will reveal deeper trends in responses. 
For instance, nested coding within topical chains coded Social Interaction 
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can shed light on which aspects of peer cohorts best support students’ 
learning and development as writers for their disciplines, and how/whether 
those experiences align with the experiences that faculty have in peer writ-
ing groups. The next phase of our project will explore magnitude coding 
more fully to uncover the latent themes in the existing dataset and generate 
a deeper understanding of how difference manifests in the developmental 
trajectories of advanced writers. 

An important component of our developmental approach to research-
ing advanced writers lies in its capacity to reveal patterns across demo-
graphic lines. Even within our small sample in this project, findings suggest 
that our developmental approach can make evident strategies for attending 
to differences across discipline, culture, language status, and other mark-
ers of identity. While social interactions around writing were an important 
concern for both doctoral students and faculty, the ways in which social 
interaction functions for scholars from minoritized groups such as Black, 
indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) in predominantly white institu-
tions as well as for individuals who inhabit oppressed sexual and gender 
identities emerged as an important consideration for further research. For 
faculty of color in our study, support from others of shared cultural back-
grounds was a vital aspect of their experience and helped these women 
build resilience strategies and mitigate imposter syndrome. This finding 
aligns with scholars such as Cedric Burrows (2016) and Alvarez, Brito, 
Salazar, and Aguilar (2016) who advocate for models which allow graduate 
students of color, especially those of shared racial identifications, to form 
supportive writing communities. Deeper investigation into our data will 
allow us to correlate responses about social interaction with participants’ 
identifications along lines of race, gender, and discipline. We plan to use 
crosstab comparisons to examine patterns that exist among respondents 
who identify as coming from historically underrepresented groups.

Our approach also has implications for future research on the writing 
development of emerging scholars. Although we plan to continue to gather 
and analyze data from doctoral student and faculty writers over time, the 
parallax method allowed us to work with the data we have now and begin 
to draw some tentative conclusions as our larger, ongoing study evolves. In 
this article, we demonstrated one way to capture long term writing devel-
opment without relying on longitudinal methods that can be restrictive. 
We urge lifespan researchers to add dimensions to this picture by apply-
ing the parallax method to other groups of writers with proximate devel-
opmental relationships. What might we learn, for example, by using the 
parallax method to investigate the writing-related concerns of first-year 
college students and seniors or to study students entering a major in rela-
tion to student writers in the senior capstone course? How do early career 
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professionals in the workplace experience writing development in relation 
to writers approaching retirement from the profession? How would con-
cerns expressed in our study relate (or not) to those expressed by mid-
career or end-of-career faculty, and what might those connections reveal 
about writing development? We hope to have inspired lifespan researchers 
to experiment with new ways of investigating writing development across 
the lifespan.

5. Conclusion

In this article, we set out to understand better what emerging scholars are 
most concerned with as writers, and how and whether faculty writers’ con-
cerns intersect with and diverge from doctoral student writers’ concerns. 
We demonstrated an innovative method for pursuing that goal, the parallax 
approach, through which we have begun to identify the central concerns 
of advanced writers from a developmental perspective and to determine 
relationships among doctoral student and faculty concerns. Preliminary 
findings suggest that ongoing research in this vein has the potential to shift 
how we interpret and address the needs of emerging scholars as develop-
ing writers. For example, the attention that doctoral student participants in 
our study paid to structural concerns challenges the common sense notion 
that dissertation writing success or failure is a result of the individual writ-
er’s professional competence and willingness to persevere. While scholars 
such as Chris Golde (2005) have long since noted the influence of depart-
mental environments on doctoral student attrition rates, the narrative that 
student attrition represents an individual failure on the student’s part per-
sists in popular venues such as The Chronicle of Higher Education (for an 
example of this trend, see Cassuto, 2013). Our study works to disrupt that 
narrative by reiterating the reality that writers’ growth is variable, with ‘no 
single path and no single endpoint’ (Bazerman et al., 2017: 354), as well as 
recursive and ongoing. Our decision to investigate doctoral student and 
faculty writers together, rather than studying them separately, makes that 
recursivity palpable. 

The common, recurring concerns of emerging scholars outlined here 
suggest that writers circle back to similar concerns as they mature, experi-
encing each concern differently as the surrounding contexts and situations 
change. For example, both doctoral students and faculty are concerned 
with developing a professional identity in their discipline. However, the 
nature of the concerns expressed is slightly different: doctoral students 
are concerned with learning disciplinary genres and acquiring knowl-
edge of the conventions of their fields, while faculty are concerned with 
aligning scholarly identities with coherent research agendas in order to 
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make a difference in their fields and wider communities. This relationship 
reinforces the notion that developmental trajectories are spirals moving 
forward – writers never fully resolve or outgrow writing challenges, but 
encounter them at different moments that demand different responses (see 
Figure 5). 

This insight calls for a paradigm shift. Instead of perceiving struggling 
advanced writers as lacking or unfit for the rigors of their disciplines, our 
study supports a developmental view that recognizes the necessary strug-
gle faced by all writers in transition as they navigate new writing situa-
tions and demands and the life circumstances that contextualize them. 
Ultimately, we anticipate that the data on emerging scholars’ experiences 
that we continue to collect and analyze will enable us to draw conclu-
sions about how emerging scholars perceive and experience writing chal-
lenges during transitional moments in their life trajectories. The Parallax 

Doctoral Students

Writers’ Concerns

Faculty 

Figure 5: Recursivity   of   writing   development   over   time
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method has revealed promising areas of inquiry with which to focus our 
long-term study of perceptions, experiences, and practices. Those areas 
become a shared framework through which we can capture and probe the 
particularities of writing development. As we continue to develop, nuance 
and support this argument through ongoing research, we hope to foster 
dynamic campus cultures of writing by generating data-driven policies, 
support structures, and instructional resources for doctoral student and 
faculty writers. By countering the assumption that writing instruction 
should always have already taken place and reinforcing that all writers 
exist on a developmental continuum, our study contributes to educational 
equity by putting pressure on policies and procedures that have histori-
cally operated as gatekeeping mechanisms (Badenhorst and Guerin, 2016). 
Through continued research on emerging scholars’ needs and experiences, 
we hope to understand better how institutional practices can be reworked, 
re-envisioned, and reframed to promote equity and justice for all writers as 
they develop as scholars for their disciplines. 

Notes

1 While we recognize that not all doctoral students go on to become faculty, 
all faculty in our study were at one time doctoral students, and many of the 
doctoral students in our study self-report that they plan to pursue university 
faculty positions.

2 We use ‘concern’ in a general sense to indicate the issues that are most 
prevalent in writers’ experiences; ‘concern’, in our study, does not necessarily 
connote a worry or negative feature of their experience.

3 The pilot questionnaire that was collaboratively developed by Shannon 
Madden, Michele Eodice, Moira Ozias, and Ivan Ozbolt and was piloted at 
the University of Oklahoma in the Spring of 2014. During the pilot survey 
data analysis phase, Alicia Burris worked with the original team to revise the 
instrument.

4 Although we collected demographic information and data about doctoral 
and faculty writers’ home disciplines, we do not have the space in this article 
for this level of analysis. 
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