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Background and Motivation

Physics Ph.D. student retention rates
remain low at around 60%’

Early departures can negatively impact both
students and departments?

Academic and social support in the first year
in a graduate program is important in
predicting student persistence’

A newly established physics Ph.D. program
offers an opportunity to establish effective
support structures early in its development
This study was designed to help create a
culture of using student data towards
consistent program improvement

Research Question

What supports, challenges, and structural
elements do students in the first cohort of a
newly developed physics doctoral program
identify, and how do they describe areas of
strength and areas for improvement within the
program?

Study Context

Private R2 University in the U.S.

Inaugural physics Ph.D. cohort in Fall of

2024

o 6 out of 7 students transferred with MS
degrees

o All 7 students had research advisors
chosen

Methods

90 minute semi-structured focus group
interview with 4 out of 7 PhD students in
cohort during their first academic year
Interview protocol designed around the
areas of mental health, social integration,
coursework, TA experiences, research and
mentoring, and financial support
Codebook developed from interview
protocol and existing literature

Thematic analysis conducted with a
deductive approach*

"l think the culture here is really nice,

compared to the old ones [l've been to]. It
has a really supportive culture for the most

part." - Allen

Findings

Color Coding

Program Climate

"l do feel like | am more able to talk with
my professors here. Like if I'm having a
problem, | feel like | can actually
address that with them.” - Chris

Mentoring

Program Structure

Sense of Belonging and
Positive Atmosphere
Within the Department

Supportive Relationships
with Mentors and
Research Advisors

“The program head talks with you [and says]:
‘you have these many courses, so you don't
have to take [them] again.' So depending on
your background, they customize and tailor
the program for you." - Brandon

Program is Flexible and
Allows for the Transfer of
Credits

—

Weaker Sense of Community
Between Peers in the First
Ph.D. Student Cohort

"Because I'm not in any classes, this
IS more interaction with my peers
[than] I've had all semester, and |
would like to change that." - Chris

——

"Collaboration for sure, not just
within the [physics]
department, but within the
college as a whole. " - Chris

Collaborative and
Valuable Program ——pp | Interdisciplinary Research
Aspects Opportunities

Needed Clarity on
Program Milestones
and Logistics

Needed Program

/'

Changes of "There's no guidebook
Improvements on what you need to do
to get the Ph.D.. These 0%
Something you can just ainly ar ou”
reference, that would be progt ™"
good to have." - Allen gtmcturec

Lack of Professional
Development
Opportunities, Especially

Students Wanted More
Guidance with Finances
and Benefits

Coursework Generally Not
Relevant to Research

Outside of Academia

"Professional development
opportunities, would love to see
more of those." - Dawn

"You have to pick four out of five courses,
which none of them are related to what I'm
doing, and all of them are like a slight
upgrade from undergrad courses." - Brandon

"l would like more guidance about
the money matters. [...] And also
being an international student, it's
really hard. | have no clue how the
tax system works here." - Dawn
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MAIN TAKEAWAYS

Supportive Culture and Mentorship:
Students reported a strong sense of
belonging within the department and
positive relationships with faculty
(especially research advisors) who
provided both academic and personal
support

Valued Flexibility and Collaboration:
Program strengths included flexible credit
transfers and rich opportunities for
Interdisciplinary and cross-institutional
research collaboration

Opportunities for Growth: Students
identified key areas for improvement,
including clearer communication of
program expectations, more professional
development (especially for industry
paths), and increased social and peer
engagement

Conclusions and Future Work

e Mentorship, belonging, and flexibility are

consistent with prior research highlighting
their critical role in graduate student
satisfaction, retention, and mental health®
Gaps in professional development, social
integration with peers, and clarity in program
expectations reflect well-documented
challenges in graduate education,
reinforcing calls for structured support
beyond academic training®

This analysis will be incorporated into a
larger study on the climate and culture of
the graduate physics culture at the
university

e Areport on these findings will be presented

to department leadership and faculty in an
effort to begin a practice of collecting
student data toward continuing program




