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Introduction: Why This White Paper Exists 

This white paper is written for the displaced corporate professional wondering what 

comes next. For the woman over 40 who was quietly pushed out of a company she 

helped build. For the baby boomer who spent decades building expertise that the 

market now calls "outdated." For the Gen-Xer balancing caregiving, reinvention, and a 

stubborn refusal to be written off. For the millennial who left the traditional workforce 

and is ready to come back on different terms. This document is for anyone who has 

considered pursuing a doctorate but assumed the door had closed. 

It has not. 

Non-science doctoral programs, specifically those in mass communication, business, 

political science, sociology, and related liberal arts and social science fields, offer 

pathways that most people never consider. When the public thinks of PhD programs, 

they picture medical researchers, engineers, and education specialists. Those programs 

are well-known and widely advertised. What is far less visible is the rich landscape of 

doctoral study in fields like advertising, public relations, digital strategy, marketing, 

management, entrepreneurship, public interest communication, political communication, 

and social change. These are fields where real-world professional experience is not just 

welcome; it is a competitive advantage. 

The author of this white paper, Jolene MacFadden, is a 65-year-old practitioner-scholar 

with 30 years in digital marketing, currently completing a Master of Arts in Social Media 

at the University of Florida's College of Journalism and Communications. Her doctoral 

research interest centers on empowering solo women travelers through mobile 

technology and social media platforms. She chose UF because of the university's 

nationally ranked CJC program, its pioneering online master's concentrations (including 

the first-of-its-kind Social Media concentration), and its location in Gainesville, Florida, a 

community that offers an affordable, accessible, and intellectually vibrant environment. 

Her decision to pursue a PhD at 65 is driven not by career necessity, but by intellectual 

passion, a desire to build credibility for her writing career, and the conviction that 

productive scholarship gives her another reason to keep learning and living. This white 

paper grows from that journey, but it is written for everyone who shares the impulse to 

go further. 

The document uses the University of Florida as a detailed case study, comparing four 

non-science PhD programs across funding, deadlines, credit transfer, and quality of life. 

The findings, structure, and practical guidance are applicable to any prospective non-

traditional doctoral student evaluating programs at peer institutions nationwide. Readers 

are encouraged to adapt this framework to their own target universities. 
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Executive Summary 

This white paper provides a comparative analysis of non-science doctoral programs at 

the University of Florida (UF). The analysis examines four colleges and their respective 

PhD offerings: the College of Journalism and Communications (CJC), the Warrington 

College of Business, and two programs within the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences 

(CLAS), specifically Political Science and Sociology. While these programs are 

examined through the lens of one applicant's research interests, the comparison 

framework is designed to serve any prospective doctoral student evaluating non-

science PhD options. 

The comparison addresses six critical decision factors: annual stipend and total 

compensation, tuition and fee structures within fully funded packages, application 

deadlines, credit transfer policies for applicants with existing master's degrees, 

dissertation process timelines, and distinctive benefits designed to attract top-tier 

candidates. 

Key findings reveal a meaningful but narrower-than-expected funding disparity across 

colleges. The Warrington College of Business offers the highest doctoral stipend at 

$43,000 annually (as of 2025), while CJC's current cohort receives approximately 

$36,000 for nine-month appointments (per direct communication with CJC Graduate 

Studies, March 2026). CLAS programs (Political Science and Sociology) remain in the 

$19,000 to $22,000 range based on publicly available data. Warrington's credit transfer 

policies are notably restrictive, while CJC offers the most favorable credit transfer 

scenario for applicants with a related UF master's degree. The CLAS programs present 

challenges regarding both financial support and research fit. 
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Section 1: Research Methodology 

Data for this report were gathered from official UF program websites, the UF Graduate 

Catalog (2025-2026 edition), the UF Graduate School handbook, departmental 

admissions pages, and publicly available PhD stipend comparison databases including 

phdstipends.com. All URLs were accessed between March 28 and March 30, 2026. 

Where program websites did not disclose specific stipend amounts, data were 

supplemented with self-reported figures from graduate student surveys and verified 

against UF Research's published graduate salary and tuition cost guidelines (University 

of Florida Division of Sponsored Programs, 2025). 

The report follows APA 7th edition formatting for in-text citations and the reference list. 

All claims are attributed to verifiable sources with retrieval dates and URLs provided so 

that the reader may independently confirm each data point. 
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Section 2: University-Wide Doctoral Requirements 

Credit Hour Requirements 

All doctoral programs at UF require a minimum of 90 credit hours beyond the bachelor's 

degree (University of Florida Graduate Catalog, 2025). This is a university-wide 

standard, not a college-specific requirement. 

Transfer of Credit Policy 

The UF Graduate School's transfer of credit policy for doctoral degrees is governed by 

several rules that directly affect program length and cost (University of Florida Graduate 

Catalog, 2025): 

Master's degree credit from UF: Up to 30 credit hours from a completed UF 

master's degree may be applied toward the 90-hour doctoral requirement. Because 

the MA in Social Media is awarded by UF itself, these credits do not fall under the 

external transfer cap. However, the receiving doctoral program determines which 

specific courses are applicable to their degree requirements. 

External transfer maximum: No more than 15 credits from coursework taken 

beyond a master's degree at another institution may be transferred. The total of all 

transferred credits (including the 30 from a prior master's) cannot exceed 45, 

meaning doctoral students must complete a minimum of 45 of 90 total credits at UF. 

Grade requirement: All courses submitted for transfer must carry a grade of B or 

better. 

Practical implication: With a completed UF MA in Social Media (approximately 36 

credit hours), a doctoral candidate could potentially reduce the 90-hour requirement 

to approximately 60 hours, depending on the receiving program's acceptance of 

specific coursework. This is the best-case scenario and varies by department. 

Funding Structure Overview 

Graduate assistantships at UF typically include three components: a biweekly stipend, a 

tuition waiver at in-state rates, and eligibility for GatorGradCare health insurance at 

approximately $12 per month for individual coverage (University of Florida Graduate 

School, 2025). Students remain responsible for per-semester fees, which generally 

range from $500 to $750 per semester. The Graduate Assistants United (GAU) 

collective bargaining agreement establishes university-wide minimum stipend floors, 

though individual colleges and departments routinely exceed these minimums 

(Graduate Assistants United, n.d.). 
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UF Research's Division of Sponsored Programs recommends that departments budget 

resident tuition at approximately $10,770 per academic year and non-resident tuition at 

approximately $20,034 for 2025-2026, with projected increases of 5-10% annually 

(University of Florida Division of Sponsored Programs, 2025). 

Dissertation and Time-to-Degree 

The UF Graduate School requires all PhD candidates to pass a qualifying examination 

(both written and oral), be admitted to candidacy, and successfully defend a dissertation 

demonstrating original independent research. The qualifying exam may be taken during 

the third term of graduate study beyond the bachelor's degree. Students must be 

registered during the term any examination is taken. There is no explicit university-wide 

time limit for completion; however, individual programs set their own expectations, and 

funding commitments are typically limited to four or five years (University of Florida 

Graduate Catalog, 2025). 
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Section 3: Program-by-Program Analysis 

3.1 College of Journalism and Communications: PhD in Mass Communication 

Program Overview 

The CJC PhD in Mass Communication prepares students for academic careers at 

colleges and universities, research positions in communication organizations, 

consulting, and policy work in government and private organizations. The program is 

accredited by the Accrediting Council on Education in Journalism and Mass 

Communications (ACEJMC) and is consistently ranked among the top journalism and 

communication programs in the nation (University of Florida College of Journalism and 

Communications, 2025). 

Doctoral students work closely with faculty in research areas spanning advertising, AI 

and emerging technology, cultural and social change, health communication, 

journalism, law/policy/history, media industry and consumers, media psychology, public 

interest communication, public relations, science communication, social media, and 

sports communication (University of Florida Graduate Catalog, 2025). 

Feeder Degrees: Who Qualifies for This PhD? 

CJC welcomes applicants from a range of undergraduate and master's backgrounds. At 

the bachelor's level, UF CJC offers degrees in Advertising, Journalism, Public Relations, 

and Media Production, Management, and Technology, any of which provides a natural 

foundation for doctoral study. However, applicants are not limited to CJC undergraduate 

majors; the program regularly admits students from related fields such as psychology, 

sociology, English, political science, business, and other liberal arts and social science 

disciplines. 

At the master's level, UF CJC offers an in-residence Master of Arts in Mass 

Communication (with thesis and project options) and eight online master's 

concentrations: Audience Analytics, Digital Strategy, Digital Journalism and Multimedia 

Storytelling, Global Strategic Communication, Political Communication, Public Interest 

Communication, Public Relations and Communication Management, and Social Media. 

Any of these master's concentrations can serve as a stepping stone to the PhD, with the 

in-residence research and theory track providing the most direct preparation. The online 

master's concentrations offer a particularly accessible entry point for working 

professionals and non-traditional students who need to complete their master's degree 

while maintaining employment or other commitments (University of Florida College of 

Journalism and Communications, 2025). 
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Stipend and Funding 

According to information provided directly by the CJC Division of Graduate Studies in 

March 2026, the current PhD cohort receives nine-month assistantships with an annual 

stipend of approximately $36,000. Twelve-month assistantships carry a slightly higher 

total, approximately $37,000 to $38,000. The annual amount is divided into two 

payments for nine-month appointments (half in fall, half in spring) and three payments 

for twelve-month appointments (K. Dukes, personal communication, March 2026). The 

CJC funding page additionally lists numerous external fellowship and grant 

opportunities (University of Florida College of Journalism and Communications, 2025). 

Additional resources available to CJC PhD students include travel grants for conference 

presentations, Graduate Student Council grants, and eligibility for university-wide 

fellowships such as the McKnight Doctoral Fellowship ($12,000 annual stipend plus 

tuition and health insurance for up to five years, available to African American and 

Hispanic U.S. citizens) and the Supplemental Retention Scholarship for students within 

three semesters of graduating who have exhausted departmental funding (University of 

Florida College of Journalism and Communications, 2025). 

Application Deadline and Requirements 

The CJC PhD application deadline is December 1. Effective Fall 2024, GRE scores are 

no longer required. Required materials include transcripts, a statement of purpose, a 

resume, three letters of recommendation, and work samples (University of Florida 

College of Journalism and Communications, 2025). 

Credit Transfer Assessment 

As an internal UF degree, the MA in Social Media from CJC would carry the strongest 

case for credit transfer within CJC's own doctoral program. Up to 30 credits from the 

master's degree could potentially apply, contingent on the supervisory committee's 

determination that specific courses contribute directly to the doctoral plan of study. 

Because both degrees reside within the same college, course relevance is likely high, 

potentially reducing the doctoral program to approximately 60 credit hours. 

Dissertation Process 

The CJC PhD follows UF Graduate School requirements: qualifying examination 

(written and oral), admission to candidacy, and dissertation defense. Typical time to 

completion is four to five years from entry with a master's degree. The dissertation must 

present original research of publishable quality. The Associate Dean for Graduate 

Studies (Dr. Marcia DiStaso) oversees the doctoral program. 
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3.2 Warrington College of Business: PhD Programs 

Program Overview 

The Warrington College of Business offers PhD programs in six areas: Accounting, 

Business Administration, Finance/Insurance/Real Estate, Information Systems and 

Operations Management (ISOM), Management, and Marketing. The Marketing PhD 

program has been consistently ranked among the best in the world over the past two 

decades, with 100% academic placement among graduates (University of Florida 

Warrington College of Business, 2025). 

Feeder Degrees: Who Qualifies for This PhD? 

Warrington's doctoral programs are particularly relevant for displaced corporate 

professionals seeking to redirect their expertise into research, teaching, or 

entrepreneurship support. The college does not require a master's degree prior to 

admission, though a master's in a core social science discipline (such as economics or 

psychology) is considered beneficial. Undergraduate degrees in any discipline are 

accepted; a background in marketing is not required for the Marketing PhD, and 

applicants from psychology, economics, statistics, computer science, and applied 

mathematics are especially well-positioned for the quantitative track. 

At the master's level, Warrington offers degrees in Business Analytics, 

Entrepreneurship, Finance, International Business, Management, Marketing, Real 

Estate, and Information Systems and Operations Management, as well as MBA 

programs in multiple formats (full-time, online, weekend, executive). For non-traditional 

students, the Entrepreneurship and Management master's degrees offer pathways that 

connect directly to starting businesses, consulting practices, or nonprofit leadership 

after doctoral study. The Information Systems and Operations Management degree 

connects to the ISOM PhD track, which examines technology adoption, data-driven 

decision-making, and digital transformation, topics highly relevant to professionals 

transitioning from corporate technology roles (University of Florida Warrington College 

of Business, 2025). 

Stipend and Funding 

Warrington offers the highest doctoral stipend among UF's non-science programs. The 

Marketing PhD program reports support budgets of $43,000 annually (as of 2025), 

described as competitive with other top doctoral programs in marketing. Students also 

receive a full tuition waiver and an individual annual research support budget of $6,000. 

Financial support is routinely provided for five years, conditional on maintaining good 

standing. Students are automatically considered for funding as part of their admission 

application; no separate application is required. Teaching responsibilities are limited, 
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typically one section of an undergraduate class in the third year of study (University of 

Florida Warrington College of Business, 2025). 

The Management PhD program similarly guarantees a minimum stipend of $43,000 per 

year with a full tuition waiver. Support may take the form of a graduate assistantship 

(averaging 13.5 hours per week) or a fellowship with no work requirement (University of 

Florida Warrington College of Business, 2025). 

GatorGradCare health insurance is available to PhD students at the standard university 

rate. 

Application Deadline and Requirements 

The application deadline varies by department. The Marketing PhD deadline is January 

1. The Management PhD deadline is December 31. Warrington admits students for fall 

enrollment only, typically enrolling two to four students per year in each program. 

Required materials include official GMAT or GRE scores (tests within the last five 

years), transcripts, a curriculum vitae, a statement of purpose (500 words maximum for 

Marketing), and three letters of recommendation. Competitive applicants typically score 

in the top 10% on the GMAT or GRE (University of Florida Warrington College of 

Business, 2025). 

Credit Transfer Assessment 

This is a significant concern. The Warrington PhD in Management page explicitly 

notes that "because of differences in emphasis between Ph.D. and masters coursework, 

credits can rarely be transferred" (University of Florida Warrington College of Business, 

2025). The Marketing PhD FAQ states that the UF Graduate School determines transfer 

eligibility on a case-by-case basis, with a maximum of 30 credits from a master's 

program and 45 total credits transferable, and that students must have earned a B or 

better in transferable courses. However, the practical reality is that social media 

master's coursework may have limited applicability to a marketing or management 

doctoral curriculum heavy in economics, statistics, psychology, and quantitative 

methods. Realistic transfer expectation: 9 to 15 credits, leaving approximately 75 to 81 

credit hours to complete. 

Dissertation Process 

The Marketing PhD requires a first-year field examination, first and second-year 

research papers, a written qualifier (typically in the third or fourth year), and a final 

dissertation. The dissertation must demonstrate independent scholarly research of 

sufficient originality and quality to merit publication. Most students complete the 

program in five years. The program requires 90 credit hours, many of which accrue 
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through research credits. Students are actively involved in faculty research 

collaborations from their first year (University of Florida Warrington College of Business, 

2025). 

A notable distinction is the $6,000 annual individual research support budget, which 

covers conference travel, data collection, and other research-related expenses. This is 

a benefit not commonly offered at this level in other UF doctoral programs. 
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3.3 College of Liberal Arts and Sciences: PhD in Political Science 

Program Overview 

The UF Department of Political Science offers a PhD program with fields in American 

Politics, Comparative Politics, International Relations, Political Theory, and Political 

Methodology. The program features the Dauer Lecture Series, a structured professional 

development program, and encourages student conference participation (University of 

Florida Department of Political Science, 2025). 

Feeder Degrees: Who Qualifies for This PhD? 

Political Science admits students with bachelor's degrees only; a master's degree is not 

required. About one-third of admitted PhD students in a typical year hold only a BA. The 

College of Liberal Arts and Sciences (CLAS) at UF houses an enormous range of 

undergraduate and graduate programs that can serve as feeders, including degrees in 

Political Science, Sociology, History, English, Philosophy, Anthropology, Geography, 

Linguistics, African American Studies, Latin American Studies, Women's Studies, and 

many more. For non-traditional students interested in policy advocacy, governance, 

digital democracy, community organizing, or public administration, the Political Science 

PhD offers a framework for research-driven impact. The program's breadth of fields 

means that applicants with backgrounds in journalism, communication, business, public 

health, education, or nonprofit management can frame their experience as relevant to 

political behavior, public opinion, or policy analysis. 

Stipend and Funding 

Most PhD students are funded through teaching and research assistantships, which 

include tuition waivers. The department does not publicly disclose a specific stipend 

amount on its website. Based on comparable UF CLAS programs (English at $20,600 

for nine months) and phdstipends.com data showing UF CLAS-level stipends, the 

estimated range is $19,000 to $22,000 for nine months. Students are responsible for 

approximately $750 per semester in fees. Funding commitments require completion of 

at least one comprehensive field requirement by the end of the third year (University of 

Florida Department of Political Science, 2025). 

Students may also be eligible for Title VI Foreign Language and Area Studies (FLAS) 

fellowships through UF's area studies centers, and the department provides up to $350 

for conference travel when students present original research and seek additional 

funding from other sources. 
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Application Deadline and Requirements 

The PhD application deadline is December 15, with decisions released around mid-

February. Applicants should identify their primary field of interest in the application. GRE 

scores are required. PhD applicants are automatically considered for departmental 

funding unless they indicate external support (University of Florida Department of 

Political Science, 2025). 

Credit Transfer Assessment 

Transfer of UF master's credits follows the standard Graduate School policy (up to 30 

credits). However, social media coursework would need to be evaluated for relevance to 

a political science doctoral curriculum. Methods courses (research methods, statistics) 

and courses touching on political communication or public opinion would have the 

strongest case. Realistic transfer expectation: 12 to 20 credits, depending on the 

supervisory committee's assessment of course relevance. 

Dissertation Process 

The Political Science PhD requires comprehensive field examinations in major and 

minor fields (typically completed after four semesters), an Individual Development Plan 

completed annually each spring, and a final dissertation defense. At least one 

comprehensive field requirement must be passed by the end of the third year to retain 

funding. The program emphasizes professional development, including conference 

participation, grant writing workshops, and placement strategy sessions (University of 

Florida Department of Political Science, 2025). 
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3.4 College of Liberal Arts and Sciences: PhD in Sociology and Criminology & 

Law 

Program Overview 

The UF Department of Sociology and Criminology & Law offers a doctoral program only; 

students earn a master's degree en route to the PhD. The department admits 

approximately 10 new graduate students each year (University of Florida Department of 

Sociology, 2025). 

Feeder Degrees: Who Qualifies for This PhD? 

Applicants generally have an undergraduate major in sociology or a related social 

science (psychology, criminology, anthropology), though the department evaluates 

applications holistically. For non-traditional students, the Sociology PhD is particularly 

relevant for those whose life experience intersects with social inequality, community 

formation, gender studies, displacement, housing instability, aging, or digital access 

disparities. The built-in master's degree means that applicants without a prior master's 

are not disadvantaged; the program assumes it will provide graduate-level training from 

the ground up. For applicants who already hold a master's degree in a related field, 

coursework may be applied toward the doctoral plan of study, reducing time to degree. 

Stipend and Funding 

The department offers paid teaching and research assistantships as well as tuition 

waivers. Both types of financial support cover tuition, graduate health insurance, and a 

stipend (typically nine months). Specific stipend amounts are not disclosed publicly but 

are consistent with CLAS-level rates, estimated at $19,000 to $22,000 for nine months. 

Students are eligible for university-wide fellowships including McKnight and FAMU 

Feeder fellowships (University of Florida Department of Sociology, 2025). 

Application Deadline and Requirements 

The application deadline is January 15. A minimum GPA of 3.0 during the last two years 

of undergraduate study is required, with a combined Verbal and Quantitative GRE score 

of 300 making an applicant competitive. A background in sociology and undergraduate 

statistics coursework is desirable but not mandatory. The committee evaluates 

applications holistically (University of Florida Department of Sociology, 2025). 

Credit Transfer Assessment 

Because the Sociology PhD program awards a master's degree along the way, 

incoming students with an existing master's degree may have some coursework applied 

toward the doctoral plan of study. Transfer follows the standard UF Graduate School 
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policy. Methods courses, courses in social theory, and any coursework addressing 

digital inequality or community studies would have the strongest relevance. Realistic 

transfer expectation: 12 to 21 credits. 

Dissertation Process 

The Sociology PhD follows standard UF Graduate School requirements. The program 

expects students to earn the master's degree and then continue through qualifying 

exams and dissertation. Typical time to completion is five to six years from entry. The 

department values independent research that contributes to sociological knowledge. 
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Section 4: Side-by-Side Comparison 

Table 1 presents a consolidated comparison of the four programs across key decision 

criteria. 

 

Criterion CJC Mass Comm 
Warrington 
Marketing 

Poli Sci (CLAS) 
Sociology 
(CLAS) 

Annual Stipend ~$36K (9 mo.) / 
~$37-38K (12 
mo.) 

$43,000 + $6K 
research 

Est. $19K-$22K (9 
mo.) 

Est. $19K-$22K (9 
mo.) 

Tuition Waiver Yes (in-state) Yes (full) Yes (in-state) Yes (in-state) 

Per-Semester 
Fees 

~$500-$750 ~$500 ~$750 ~$500-$750 

Health 
Insurance 

GatorGradCare 
eligible 

GatorGradCare 
eligible 

GatorGradCare 
eligible 

Included in 
package 

Application 
Deadline 

December 1 Jan 1 (Mktg) / Dec 
31 (Mgmt) 

December 15 January 15 

GRE Required? No (as of Fall 
2024) 

Yes (GMAT or 
GRE) 

Yes Yes (300+ 
competitive) 

Realistic Credit 
Transfer 

Up to 30 credits 9-15 credits 12-20 credits 12-21 credits 

Effective Hours 
to Complete 

~60 hours ~75-81 hours ~70-78 hours ~69-78 hours 

Funded 
Duration 

Varies; not 
guaranteed 

5 years 
(conditional) 

Varies; contingent 
on progress 

Varies 

Typical Time to 
Degree 

4-5 years 5 years 5-6 years 5-6 years 

Research Fit Strongest 
alignment 

Strong (reframe 
needed) 

Moderate (policy 
angle) 

Moderate 
(inequality angle) 

Cohort Size Small (varies) 2-4 per year ~10-12 funded ~10 per year 
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Section 5: Distinctive Benefits and Competitive Advantages 

Warrington College of Business 

The Warrington PhD programs stand out for several reasons that go beyond base 

stipend. The $6,000 annual individual research budget is exceptional among UF 

programs and many peer institutions nationally. The program provides work areas, 

desktop computers, and (for consumer behavior students) access to a 24-station 

behavioral research laboratory with web-based study management software. The 

limited teaching requirement (one section, typically in the third year) allows extended 

focus on research. The Marketing PhD program reports 100% academic placement 

among graduates, with placements at institutions including Chicago, Columbia, MIT, 

NYU, Wharton, and Oxford. The five-year guaranteed funding (conditional on good 

standing) provides unusual stability compared to programs where funding must be 

renegotiated annually (University of Florida Warrington College of Business, 2025). 

College of Journalism and Communications 

CJC's primary advantage is disciplinary alignment. The college houses multiple 

research centers, institutes, and labs directly relevant to social media and digital 

communication research. The Admissions Mentorship Program pairs prospective PhD 

applicants with current graduate students for guidance through the application process, 

a feature not found in the other programs reviewed. CJC's elimination of the GRE 

requirement (effective Fall 2024) removes a barrier that the other programs retain. The 

Graduate Students in Mass Communication Association (GSMCA) provides social and 

educational support. CJC's AI at CJC initiative reflects the college's engagement with 

emerging technology topics (University of Florida College of Journalism and 

Communications, 2025). 

Political Science 

The Political Science PhD features the Dauer Lecture Series, a structured professional 

development program (covering conference participation, grant writing, and placement 

strategy), and a "buddy system" for incoming students. FLAS fellowship eligibility for 

students studying Africa, Latin America, or Europe provides supplemental funding not 

available in other departments. The department's early decision timeline (decisions by 

mid-February) allows applicants to plan ahead of other programs' notification dates 

(University of Florida Department of Political Science, 2025). 

  



UF Non-Science PhD Program Comparison 

Prepared March 2026 | Page 18 

Sociology 

The Sociology department's holistic admissions review and the built-in master's degree 

(earned en route to the PhD) could be advantageous for a candidate whose 

undergraduate record predates current norms. Eligibility for McKnight and FAMU 

Feeder fellowships, the UF/Santa Fe College Faculty Development Project (tuition, fees, 

stipend, and teaching experience for up to four years for U.S. citizens with a master's 

degree), and the Madelyn Lockhardt Dissertation Fellowship ($2,000 for the dissertation 

phase) provide supplemental funding pathways (University of Florida Department of 

Sociology, 2025). 

  



UF Non-Science PhD Program Comparison 

Prepared March 2026 | Page 19 

Section 6: Five-Year Financial Projection 

Table 2 estimates the total five-year compensation value of each program, incorporating 

stipend, tuition waiver value, research support, and health insurance subsidy. All figures 

use 2025 rates and assume 5% annual tuition increases per UF Research's budgeting 

guidance. 

 

Component (5-Year 
Total) 

CJC Warrington Poli Sci Sociology 

Stipend (est.) ~$180,000-
$190,000 

~$215,000 ~$100,000-
$110,000 

~$100,000-
$110,000 

Tuition Waiver Value ~$55,000-
$60,000 

~$55,000-
$60,000 

~$55,000-
$60,000 

~$55,000-
$60,000 

Research Support Travel grants 
(variable) 

$30,000 ($6K/yr) Up to $350/conf. Variable 

Est. Total Package 
Value 

~$235,000-
$250,000 

~$300,000+ ~$155,000-
$170,000 

~$155,000-
$170,000 

 

The Warrington package remains the highest in total value, but the gap with CJC is 

considerably narrower than initial web-based estimates suggested. The difference is 

approximately $50,000 to $65,000 over five years, driven primarily by Warrington's 

$6,000 annual research budget and the $5,000 to $7,000 annual stipend differential. 

The CLAS programs trail both CJC and Warrington by approximately $80,000 to 

$90,000 in total five-year package value. 
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Section 7: Strategic Assessment and Recommendations 

Research Alignment Considerations 

A research agenda focused on empowering solo women travelers through mobile 

technology and social media platforms that address information asymmetries for 

marginalized communities aligns most naturally with CJC's Mass Communication PhD. 

This framing draws on communication theory, media studies, audience research, and 

technology adoption, all of which are central to CJC's curriculum and faculty expertise. 

Warrington's Marketing PhD could accommodate this research if reframed around 

consumer behavior, digital marketing, technology adoption (particularly mobile), and 

online community building. The quantitative track could support research on platform 

analytics, while the behavioral track could support research on user decision-making 

and information processing. However, the reframing would need to satisfy faculty whose 

primary interests center on marketing science, consumer psychology, and strategy. 

Political Science could frame the research around digital governance, information 

access as a policy issue, or political communication and participation among 

underserved communities. Sociology could frame it around digital inequality, gender 

and mobility, or community formation in online spaces. 

Credit Transfer and Time-to-Degree 

CJC offers the most favorable credit transfer scenario (up to 30 credits from the UF MA 

in Social Media), potentially reducing time to degree to three to four years. Warrington's 

restrictive transfer policies would likely extend time to degree by one to two years 

compared to CJC. The CLAS programs fall in between. For a candidate targeting 

efficiency and the goal of completing the doctorate by approximately age 69, CJC's 

credit transfer advantage is significant. 

Financial Considerations 

Warrington's financial package remains the most generous, but the gap with CJC is 

narrower than publicly available data would suggest. CJC's $36,000 nine-month stipend 

(approximately $37,000-$38,000 for twelve-month appointments) brings total annual 

compensation within roughly $5,000-$7,000 of Warrington's base stipend. The 

difference becomes more significant when Warrington's $6,000 annual research budget 

is included, bringing the total annual gap to approximately $11,000-$13,000. Both 

programs substantially exceed the $19,000-$22,000 range estimated for CLAS 

programs. The extended time to degree at Warrington (due to limited credit transfer) 

adds one to two additional years of enrollment, partially offsetting its higher annual 

compensation when measured on a total-program basis. 
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Proposed Path to Establishing a PhD in Social Media 

Regardless of which program is selected, a strategic objective is to contribute toward 

establishing an accredited doctoral program in social media. A CJC PhD would position 

the candidate to advocate from within the college that already houses the MA in Social 

Media, potentially collaborating with the Associate Dean for Graduate Studies to 

develop a doctoral-level extension. A Warrington PhD might strengthen the business-

case justification for such a program by bringing cross-disciplinary credibility in 

marketing and technology. 
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Section 8: Application Timeline and Action Items 

The following timelines apply to prospective doctoral applicants at UF. Because 

preparation requirements differ depending on whether the applicant holds a completed 

master's degree, two tracks are provided. 

Track A: Applicants With a Completed Master's Degree (Targeting Fall 

Enrollment) 

If you already hold a master's degree (or will complete one before the fall start date), 

your transferred coursework may reduce the 90-credit-hour doctoral requirement to 

approximately 60 hours, depending on the receiving program's assessment of course 

relevance. Use the following timeline, counting backward from your target fall start: 

 

1. 12+ months before enrollment: Begin gathering immunization records and order 

titer testing if original records are unavailable. Request official transcripts from all 

prior institutions. Research faculty at target programs and initiate informal contact 

about research fit. 

2. 10-12 months before enrollment: Begin GRE/GMAT preparation if required by the 

target program(s). CJC does not require the GRE; Warrington, Political Science, 

and Sociology do. Register for the exam at least two months before the 

application deadline to allow time for score delivery. 

3. 8-10 months before enrollment: Identify and request letters of recommendation 

from three faculty members or professional references who can speak to your 

academic and research potential. Give recommenders at least six weeks before 

the application deadline. 

4. 6-8 months before enrollment: Draft your statement of purpose, tailored to each 

target program. Prepare writing samples and work samples. Have trusted 

colleagues or mentors review your materials. 

5. 4-6 months before enrollment: Submit applications. Key UF deadlines: CJC, 

December 1; Political Science, December 15; Warrington Management, 

December 31; Warrington Marketing, January 1; Sociology, January 15. Submit 

immunization documentation through UF's Student Self-Service Portal as soon 

as you receive an acceptance offer. 

6. 2-4 months before enrollment: Respond to interview invitations (Warrington 

conducts interviews in February-March). Evaluate funding offers. National 

decision deadline for funded PhD offers is typically April 15. 
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7. 0-2 months before enrollment: Secure housing, set up utilities, address 

technology needs (laptop, smartphone, software), and begin wardrobe 

preparation. Attend any orientation sessions offered by the program or the UF 

Graduate School. Confirm health insurance enrollment. 

Track B: Applicants Without a Master's Degree (Planning a Master's-to-PhD 

Pathway) 

If you do not yet hold a master's degree, you have a strategic opportunity. By selecting 

a master's program housed within or closely aligned to your target doctoral program's 

college, you can maximize the number of credits that will transfer into the PhD. For 

example, completing a UF CJC master's degree in Social Media positions up to 30 

credits for internal transfer into the CJC PhD in Mass Communication, potentially 

reducing the doctoral program to approximately 60 credit hours. 

The master's-to-PhD pathway adds approximately two to three years of preparation but 

offers several advantages: it allows you to build faculty relationships that strengthen 

your PhD application, demonstrates your capacity for graduate-level work, provides 

teaching or research assistant experience, and lets you complete coursework that 

directly feeds into the doctoral plan of study. Applicants on this track should begin their 

master's program with the doctoral goal in mind, selecting courses, research topics, and 

faculty mentors that align with their intended dissertation area. 

The timeline for Track B applicants follows the same structure as Track A, but begins at 

the point of master's degree completion. During the master's program, applicants should 

also complete GRE/GMAT testing, gather immunization records, cultivate recommender 

relationships, and develop a research trajectory that demonstrates readiness for 

doctoral study. 
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Appendix A: Gainesville, Florida, Living Guide for Prospective Graduate Students 

This appendix provides essential information about living in Gainesville, Florida, to help 

prospective doctoral students evaluate whether program stipends provide a livable 

income in the local economy. Data are drawn from the U.S. Census Bureau, the Council 

for Community and Economic Research (C2ER), FBI Uniform Crime Reports, 

Gainesville Regional Utilities (GRU), and multiple cost-of-living databases, all accessed 

in March 2026. 

A.1 Community Profile and Demographics 

Gainesville is the county seat of Alachua County and the largest city in north-central 

Florida, with a 2024 population of approximately 145,812 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2024 

estimates). The broader Gainesville metropolitan area encompasses roughly 360,000 

residents. The city covers 62.4 square miles and sits along the Interstate 75 corridor, 

approximately 70 miles southwest of Jacksonville and 115 miles northwest of Orlando 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2024). 

The population skews young due to the University of Florida's enrollment of over 60,000 

students. The median age is 26.5 years, with 36% of the population between ages 15 

and 24. Approximately 11.7% of residents are 65 or older. The racial composition is 

approximately 54% White, 20% Black or African American, 14% Hispanic or Latino, 7% 

Asian, and smaller percentages of other groups (U.S. Census Bureau, 2024 American 

Community Survey 5-Year Estimates). 

The median household income is $45,611, though the median for renter households is 

notably lower at approximately $33,004 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2024 ACS). The poverty 

rate is approximately 30.8%, a figure heavily influenced by the large student population. 

The employment rate among the workforce is 95.2%. Florida imposes no state income 

tax, and the local sales tax rate is 7%. 

A.2 Housing: Options and Costs 

Housing represents the largest single expense for graduate students. Gainesville offers 

a wide range of options, from shared student apartments to independent rentals in 

quieter neighborhoods away from campus. 
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Rental Market Overview 

Housing Type Monthly Rent Range Notes 

Shared student housing (per 
person) 

$600 - $850 Most budget-friendly; common 
near campus 

Studio apartment $800 - $1,179 ~400 sq ft; good for single 
occupants 

One-bedroom apartment $1,100 - $1,260 ~660 sq ft; most common for 
grad students 

Two-bedroom apartment $1,350 - $1,611 ~990 sq ft; good with roommate 

Three-bedroom 
apartment/house 

$1,600 - $1,915 ~1,274 sq ft; families or shared 
households 

 

Critical Note on Student-Focused Housing Terminology: Prospective students 

researching Gainesville rental listings should be aware that many complexes marketed 

to college students use misleading terminology. When these properties advertise a 

"one-bedroom" at $600-$850, they typically mean one private bedroom within a shared 

three- or four-bedroom unit that includes a communal kitchen and living room with other 

tenants. This is not a self-contained one-bedroom apartment. A true one-bedroom 

apartment, with its own private kitchen, bathroom, and living space, starts at 

approximately $1,100-$1,260 per month in the Gainesville market. The distinction 

matters significantly for graduate students who need quiet study space, privacy for 

research work, or simply prefer not to share living areas with undergraduate roommates 

they did not select. Always confirm whether a listed price covers a self-contained unit or 

a single bedroom within a shared floor plan before signing a lease. 

The most affordable neighborhoods include Cricket Club, University Heights South, and 

Innovation District, while areas closer to campus (Midtown, Sorority Row) command 

premium rents. Neighborhoods further from campus along SW Archer Road or in the 

NW quadrant tend to offer better value. Approximately 62% of Gainesville households 

are renter-occupied (RentCafe, 2026; Apartments.com, 2025). 

A.3 Monthly Cost of Living Breakdown 

The following table estimates monthly expenses for a single graduate student living 

independently in Gainesville. Sources include the Council for Community and Economic 

Research (C2ER), Gainesville Regional Utilities rate schedules, and local market data. 
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Expense Category Estimated Monthly Cost 
Comparison to U.S. 
Average 

Rent (1-BR apartment) $1,100 - $1,260 ~24% below national avg. 

Electricity (GRU) $130 - $210 4% below national avg. 

Water/sewer $40 - $55 Below national avg. 

Internet service $50 - $80 Comparable to national avg. 

Groceries $300 - $400 1.4% below national avg. 

Transportation (RTS bus pass or 
gas) 

$35 - $150 $35/mo. for bus; 6% above 
avg. for driving 

Healthcare (GatorGradCare) ~$12 (individual) Significantly below market 
rates 

Entertainment/personal $100 - $200 5% below national avg. 

ESTIMATED TOTAL $1,767 - $2,367 Overall 1% above national 
avg. 

Stipend Affordability Assessment 

Based on these estimates, a CJC doctoral stipend of $36,000 over nine months yields 

approximately $4,000 per month before taxes during the academic year. A twelve-

month Warrington stipend of $43,000 yields approximately $3,583 per month. Both 

figures exceed the estimated monthly cost range. However, nine-month stipends leave 

summers unfunded unless supplemental employment or fellowship support is secured. 

At the CLAS estimated range of $19,000-$22,000 over nine months, monthly income 

during the academic year would be approximately $2,111-$2,444, which leaves a very 

tight margin, particularly for students without shared housing or supplemental income. 

Students should also note that per-semester fees ($500-$750) and the GRE exam fee 

($220) represent additional out-of-pocket costs not covered by tuition waivers. 

A.4 Utilities: Gainesville Regional Utilities (GRU) 

Gainesville Regional Utilities is the municipally owned utility serving most of the city, 

providing electricity, natural gas, water, wastewater, and telecommunications through a 

single account. As of fiscal year 2026, GRU's electric base rates remain unchanged for 

the second consecutive year. The residential electric rate is approximately $0.18 per 

kilowatt-hour, roughly 8% below the national average. A 1,000 kWh residential bill 

decreased by $4.13 per month under tier adjustments effective January 2025. The 

average monthly electric bill for an apartment ranges from $130 to $210 depending on 

size and season. Water bills average approximately $40 per month (EnergySage, 2026; 

GRU, 2025; American Public Power Association, 2024). 
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Internet service is available through GRU (which offers telecommunications), Cox 

Communications, AT&T, and other providers. Monthly costs range from approximately 

$50 to $80 for standard broadband plans sufficient for academic work, video 

conferencing, and streaming. 

A.5 Safety and Crime Statistics 

Safety is an important consideration for any prospective student. Gainesville's crime 

statistics require context because the city's large student population and university-area 

foot traffic inflate per-capita crime rates. 

According to 2024 FBI Uniform Crime Report data (released October 2025), Gainesville 

reported 5,060 total crimes: 1,085 violent crimes and 3,975 property crimes among a 

population of approximately 147,022. The total crime rate of 34 per 1,000 residents is 

above the national average, though this figure is typical of mid-sized university cities 

where a significant portion of the resident population is transient students (FBI Crime 

Data Explorer, 2024; NeighborhoodScout, 2025; HomeSnacks, 2025). 

However, important nuances apply. CrimeGrade.org assigns Gainesville an overall B+ 

safety grade, ranking it in the 75th percentile (safer than 75% of U.S. cities) when 

accounting for crime severity weighting. The violent crime rate specifically is below the 

national average according to some methodologies (Nextdoor, 2025, reports a violent 

crime rate of 7.91 per 1,000 versus a national average of 13.32). The northwest 

quadrant of the city is generally considered the safest area. Property crime (primarily 

theft and vehicle break-ins) drives most of the overall rate (CrimeGrade.org, 2025; 

Nextdoor, 2025). 

UF operates its own police department (UFPD) and offers safety resources including a 

campus escort service (SNAP), emergency blue-light phones throughout campus, a 

SafeGator app, and regular safety awareness programming. The Gainesville Police 

Department and Alachua County Sheriff's Office provide community policing throughout 

the city and county. 

Practical safety recommendations for graduate students include choosing housing in the 

NW quadrant or established neighborhoods away from high-traffic entertainment 

districts, using well-lit walking routes and campus shuttles after dark, securing bicycles 

with U-locks (bike theft is common), and registering for UF's emergency alert system. 

A.6 Entertainment, Recreation, and Quality of Life 

Gainesville offers a rich array of low-cost and free recreational opportunities that 

enhance quality of life on a graduate student budget. 
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Natural Areas and Outdoor Recreation 

The city maintains over 3,200 acres of parkland and 27 parks. The area is located within 

50 miles of at least 40 nature settings, including multiple state parks, freshwater springs, 

and nature preserves. Key destinations include Paynes Prairie Preserve State Park 

(home to wild bison, horses, alligators, and 300+ bird species, with a 50-foot 

observation tower), San Felasco Hammock Preserve State Park (20 miles of biking 

trails, 6-mile hiking trail), the 16-mile paved Gainesville-Hawthorne State Trail, 

Sweetwater Wetlands Park (250+ recorded bird species), Kanapaha Botanical Gardens 

(68 acres, largest public bamboo display in the Southeast), and numerous freshwater 

springs within 30-40 minutes (Ichetucknee, Gilchrist Blue, Poe Springs, Ginnie Springs). 

A Florida State Parks annual pass costs $68 (University of Florida College of Medicine, 

n.d.; Visit Gainesville, 2025). 

UF students, faculty, and staff have access to Lake Wauburg recreational facility, on-

campus recreational sports facilities including pools, and the Lake Alice wildlife preserve 

and boardwalk on campus, home to the world's largest occupied bat houses. 

Arts, Culture, and Entertainment 

Cultural venues include the Hippodrome Theatre (plays and independent films in 

downtown Gainesville), the Curtis M. Phillips Center for the Performing Arts (Broadway, 

opera, dance, pop, jazz, classical, and country performances), the Harn Museum of Art, 

the Florida Museum of Natural History (including the Butterfly Rainforest), and the Cade 

Museum for Creativity and Invention. Annual events include the Downtown Festival and 

Art Show, Hoggetowne Medieval Faire, Spring Arts Festival, and The Fest music 

festival. The city's dining scene is diverse and student-friendly, with numerous 

affordable options along University Avenue and in downtown (University of Florida 

College of Medicine, n.d.; Visit Gainesville, 2025). 

Gainesville is home to the Florida Gators, competing in the Southeastern Conference 

with on-campus venues for football (Ben Hill Griffin Stadium), basketball, gymnastics, 

baseball, softball, and numerous other sports. Professional sports are accessible via 

day trips to Jacksonville (NFL Jaguars, ~70 miles), Tampa (NFL Buccaneers, NHL 

Lightning, ~130 miles), and Orlando (NBA Magic, MLS Lions, ~115 miles). 

Day Trip Destinations 

Historic St. Augustine is 90 minutes east. Walt Disney World and EPCOT are 

approximately two hours south. Daytona Beach is roughly 90 minutes east. Gulf Coast 

beaches (Cedar Key, Crystal River) are 60-90 minutes west. The city's central location 

makes it an excellent base for exploring Florida on weekends and breaks. 
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A.7 Transportation 

Gainesville's Regional Transit System (RTS) provides bus service throughout the city, 

with routes designed around UF's campus. UF students ride RTS buses for free with a 

valid Gator 1 Card. For non-student residents, a monthly pass costs approximately $35. 

The city is also increasingly bicycle-friendly, with dedicated bike lanes on many major 

roads and the paved Gainesville-Hawthorne Trail connecting neighborhoods. A car is 

helpful for reaching springs, state parks, and areas outside the bus network, but many 

graduate students manage with a combination of bus, bicycle, and occasional 

rideshare. Gainesville is approximately 70 miles from Jacksonville International Airport 

and has its own regional airport (Gainesville Regional Airport, GNV) with limited 

commercial service. 
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Appendix B: Before You Commit, Twenty Things to Consider When Pursuing a 

Non-Science Doctorate Later in Life 

 

You are not a throwaway person. If corporate America decided you were expendable 

at 40, 50, or 60, that says everything about the system and nothing about your worth. If 

you have spent decades building expertise that the market now undervalues, a doctoral 

program can transform that expertise into scholarship, teaching authority, 

entrepreneurial credibility, and policy influence. Women over 40 are still being pushed 

out of corporations at alarming rates, and while that is age discrimination, regardless of 

what the law says, it is still happening. But here is what those corporations do not want 

you to know: the same experience they discarded is exactly what makes you a 

formidable doctoral candidate. 

Educational institutions, at their best, are where barriers get broken down. They are 

where sustainability and innovation take root, where new ways of doing things are 

tested, and where displaced workers can reinvent themselves as entrepreneurs, 

nonprofit leaders, consultants, policy advocates, authors, and scholars. A PhD is not 

just a credential; it is a declaration that your mind is still growing, your contributions still 

matter, and your best work may still be ahead of you. 

The advice below is drawn from published accounts of non-traditional doctoral students, 

graduate school survival guides, and the lived experience of returning to higher 

education after extended time away. Whether you are considering CJC for a 

communication and media research career, Warrington for business and 

entrepreneurship scholarship, CLAS for policy or social justice work, or any comparable 

program at another university, these twenty considerations apply. 

The Inner Work: Clarifying Your Why 

1. Solidify your "why" and write it down. More than 40% of doctoral students never 

complete their dissertation (ProFellow, 2024). The single greatest predictor of 

completion is not intelligence or academic record; it is clarity of purpose. Write a 

personal mission statement for your PhD that you can return to when the work becomes 

grueling. Your "why" does not have to be career advancement. Intellectual passion, 

legacy building, personal achievement, enhanced credibility, and the simple joy of deep 

learning are all legitimate motivations. Tape it to your wall. 

2. Be honest about your health and stamina. A PhD is a marathon, not a sprint. A 

Nature survey found that more than half of doctoral students spend 41 to 60 hours per 

week on their program (Researcher.Life, 2025). Assess your physical stamina for 

extended reading, writing, and sitting. Consider whether you need to build walking, 
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stretching, or exercise routines before you start. If you have chronic conditions, discuss 

the time demands with your healthcare provider. The physical toll of transitioning from a 

rural or low-activity lifestyle to the pace of a university campus is real and worth 

planning for. 

3. Understand you are not "too old." The oldest person to earn a PhD was Ingeborg 

Rapoport, who defended her thesis at 95. Data from the National Center for Science 

and Engineering Statistics (2024) shows that nearly all doctorate holders aged 54 or 

younger were employed, and even among those aged 71 to 75, close to two-fifths 

remained active in the workforce. Selection committees often view older applicants as 

lower attrition risks because of their organizational skills, motivation, and emotional 

maturity (ProFellow, 2024; Academia Insider, 2023). 

4. Know what you are giving up. A full-time, in-residence doctoral program is a four- 

to six-year commitment. That means reduced income, limited travel flexibility, relocation 

or long commutes, and less time for existing businesses, relationships, and hobbies. If 

you run a business, plan for how it will operate during your program years. If you have 

caregiving responsibilities, build a support plan before you apply, not after. 

The Practical Realities: Preparing Your Life 

5. Audit your wardrobe. This may seem trivial, but it is not. If you have spent years in 

rural living, remote work, or casual environments, you may not own a single outfit 

suitable for academic conferences, dissertation defenses, guest lectures, or faculty 

receptions. Graduate school exists in a space between student life and professional life. 

You do not need full business formal for daily classes, but you will need smart-casual 

options (Gradschools.com, 2025). Start with comfortable, professional shoes (you will 

walk more than you expect), two or three mix-and-match outfits in neutral colors, and 

one presentation-quality outfit. Build gradually; do not try to overhaul everything at once, 

and give your body time to readjust to wearing structured clothing if you have not done 

so in years. Thrift stores, consignment shops, and end-of-season sales are your allies. 

6. Evaluate your technology stack. Your laptop is your primary research tool. For 

non-science PhD students, the key requirements are a reliable machine with a current 

operating system, at least 16 GB of RAM, a comfortable keyboard, and a screen large 

enough for extended writing and reading (a 14-inch or larger display is recommended). 

Windows and Apple are both acceptable in humanities and social science programs. 

Check your department's preferred tools: UF uses Canvas for coursework, Microsoft 

365 for collaboration, and Zoom for virtual meetings. An external monitor for your home 

workspace is one of the highest-value productivity investments you can make. Budget 

for a quality laptop in the $800 to $1,500 range, and consider whether your current 
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smartphone supports the communication apps (Slack, Teams, GroupMe, university 

email) your cohort will use daily. 

7. Upgrade your smartphone and digital fluency. Your phone is no longer just a 

phone. It is your calendar, your two-factor authentication device, your campus ID 

reader, your bus pass, your communication hub with advisors and peers, and your 

emergency contact system. If your phone is more than three years old or running an 

unsupported operating system, plan to upgrade before you start. Familiarize yourself 

with reference managers (Zotero is free and widely used), cloud storage (Google Drive, 

OneDrive), and collaborative writing tools (Google Docs, Overleaf). These are not 

optional in a modern doctoral program. 

8. Prepare for the physical and sensory shift of urban campus life. If you are 

coming from a rural area, the transition to a large university campus can be jarring. UF's 

campus alone spans over 2,000 acres with 60,000+ students. The noise level, foot 

traffic, construction, and constant stimulation are dramatically different from a quiet rural 

life. Budget for comfortable walking shoes, a good pair of noise-canceling headphones, 

and the emotional adjustment period that comes with re-entering a dense, young-

skewing social environment. Some returning students report that the sensory overload 

is more challenging than the coursework itself. 

9. Address transportation before you commit. Can you reliably get to campus, the 

library, and your teaching assignment location? If you live more than 30 minutes away, 

consider whether a long daily commute is sustainable for four to six years. Parking on 

campus is limited and expensive. UF students ride RTS buses free, and many graduate 

students rely on bicycles. If you have never navigated an urban transit system, practice 

before the semester starts. 

10. Investigate health insurance options carefully. If you are approaching or past 65, 

Medicare is your primary coverage, and GatorGradCare may serve as a supplement or 

may not be necessary. If you are under 65, GatorGradCare through a graduate 

assistantship is an excellent and affordable option at approximately $12 per month for 

individual coverage. Either way, understand how your insurance situation changes 

when you become a full-time student and employee of the university. 

10a. Gather your immunization records now, not later. This is the item that 

blindsides returning adult students more than almost anything else. UF, like all Florida 

State University System schools, requires proof of immunizations before you can 

register for classes. The standard requirements include two MMR (measles, mumps, 

rubella) vaccines given after your first birthday, one Hepatitis B vaccine (or a signed 

waiver), and one Meningococcal ACWY vaccine given on or after age 16 (or a signed 

waiver). You will submit these through UF's Student Self-Service Portal. If you are a 
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Florida resident, the Florida SHOTS registry may have your records on file. If you 

received childhood vaccinations decades ago, however, be prepared for a frustrating 

search. School records from the 1960s and 1970s have often been purged. County 

health departments may no longer have files going back that far. Former employers' 

occupational health records may have been destroyed. Your current physician's office 

may not have records predating their own practice. If you cannot locate original records, 

the alternative is titer testing (blood draws that measure antibody levels to confirm 

immunity), but these tests must be paid out of pocket and can cost $50 to $200 per test 

depending on the panel. Start this process at least six months before your intended 

enrollment date. A registration hold for missing immunization documentation can delay 

your entire start, and there is no workaround; you cannot register until compliance is 

confirmed (University of Florida Health Compliance Office, 2025). 

The Academic Realities: Knowing What You're Walking Into 

11. Accept that you are a student again, not an expert. This is one of the hardest 

adjustments for experienced professionals. You may have 30 years of industry 

experience, but in a doctoral program, you are a novice researcher. You will receive 

critical feedback on your writing. Your ideas will be challenged. Younger cohort 

members may know more about current methodologies than you do. Humility is not 

weakness; it is the entry fee. The good news: your life experience gives you 

perspective, resilience, and context that your younger peers lack. The best doctoral 

students blend both. 

12. Understand the qualifying exam before you enroll. Every program has a 

qualifying or comprehensive examination, typically in the second or third year, that 

determines whether you advance to candidacy. This is the most common exit point for 

students who do not complete. Ask current students and recent graduates about the 

format, pass rates, and preparation strategies before you commit. Knowing what the 

hurdle looks like helps you train for it. 

13. Choose your advisor as carefully as you choose your program. Your 

dissertation advisor (supervisory committee chair) is the single most important 

relationship in your doctoral journey. An advisor who is responsive, supportive, and 

genuinely interested in your research topic can mean the difference between finishing in 

four years and languishing for a decade. An absent, disengaged, or misaligned advisor 

can derail even the most motivated student. Before applying, research faculty 

publications, contact current students about their advising experience, and if possible, 

have an informal conversation with potential advisors about your research interests. 

14. Learn to write academically (again, or for the first time). Academic writing is a 

specific genre with conventions that may be unfamiliar even to experienced professional 
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writers. APA style, literature reviews, theoretical frameworks, and the structure of peer-

reviewed articles all follow particular patterns. If your writing background is in business 

communications, marketing copy, fiction, or journalism, plan to invest time relearning 

the conventions. Read published dissertations in your field. Read journal articles 

actively, paying attention to structure as much as content. Consider taking a writing-

intensive methods course early in your program. 

15. Budget for the hidden costs. Beyond tuition and fees (covered by your 

assistantship), plan for conference registration ($200 to $500 per event), conference 

travel (flights, hotels, meals), professional association memberships ($50 to $200 per 

year), books and software not covered by the library, printing and binding costs for the 

dissertation, and the GRE exam fee ($220 if required by your program). These costs 

accumulate. Warrington's $6,000 annual research budget covers many of these; other 

programs provide far less. 

The Emotional and Social Realities: Building Your Support System 

16. Tell the people in your life what you are doing, and what you will need from 

them. A PhD changes your relationships. You will be less available. You will be 

stressed during exam periods. You will talk about your research more than anyone 

wants to hear about it. Setting expectations with family, friends, and business partners 

before you start prevents resentment later. Ask for specific support: someone to handle 

a task you usually manage, a friend who will check in without judgment, a family 

member who understands when you need to disappear into writing for a week. 

17. Find your cohort, even if you do not fit the demographic. Your doctoral cohort is 

your professional peer group for four to six years. They will review your drafts, share 

resources, commiserate during qualifying exams, and celebrate your milestones. You 

may be decades older than most of them. That is fine. Show up, participate, be 

generous with your experience, and be open to learning from theirs. If a generational 

gap makes social connection difficult, seek out other non-traditional students across 

departments through the Graduate Student Council or the Graduate Students in Mass 

Communication Association (GSMCA). 

18. Protect your mental health proactively. Doctoral programs have well-documented 

impacts on mental health. Imposter syndrome, isolation, anxiety about progress, and 

the sheer weight of a multi-year independent research project affect students at every 

age. Do not wait until you are in crisis to establish support. UF's Counseling and 

Wellness Center offers free services to enrolled students. Build habits, not reactions: 

regular exercise, adequate sleep, social connection outside academia, and a non-

negotiable weekly activity that has nothing to do with your dissertation. 
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19. Keep your existing identity. You are not just a PhD student. You are a writer, a 

business owner, a volunteer, a traveler, a community member. The doctoral program is 

an addition to your life, not a replacement for it. Students who maintain activities and 

identities outside their program report higher satisfaction and lower burnout. If you are a 

published author, keep writing. If you run a business, keep it alive in some form. If you 

love the outdoors, get out on the trails. These are not distractions; they are lifelines. 

20. Remember that finishing is the goal, not perfection. The best dissertation is a 

finished dissertation. This is not a cliche; it is hard-won wisdom from every doctoral 

survivor. Your dissertation does not need to be the definitive work on your topic. It 

needs to demonstrate that you can conceptualize, execute, and defend an original piece 

of independent research. You will have the rest of your career, whether in academia, 

consulting, writing, or advocacy, to build on it. Set a realistic timeline, stick to it, and give 

yourself permission to submit work that is strong enough, rather than holding it until it is 

perfect. 

A Final Word: Go For It 

If you are reading this and feel a pull toward doctoral study, that pull is worth honoring. 

You do not need to be 25. You do not need a traditional career path waiting on the other 

side. You do not need to justify your decision to anyone who does not understand the 

value of intellectual growth for its own sake. 

Maybe you want to teach the next generation of communicators, marketers, or policy 

advocates. Maybe you want the credibility that comes with "Dr." in front of your name 

when you publish your next book, launch your next business, or testify before a 

committee. Maybe you want to research the things that corporate America never let you 

explore. Maybe, like many of us, you are simply tired of being told your best years are 

behind you and you want to prove otherwise, not to them, but to yourself. 

What you need is clarity of purpose, a realistic plan, the willingness to be 

uncomfortable, and the stubbornness to keep going when the work gets hard. More 

than 82% of PhD graduates report being satisfied with their careers, whether inside or 

outside academia (Spronken-Smith et al., 2024). The degree opens doors, sharpens 

thinking, builds credibility, and connects you to a community of scholars who share your 

passion for knowledge. 

Non-science doctoral programs in communication, business, political science, 

sociology, and the liberal arts are not just for aspiring professors. They are for 

entrepreneurs who want to build evidence-based businesses. For nonprofit founders 

who need research skills to secure grants and measure impact. For writers who want 

scholarly authority behind their work. For advocates who want to shape policy with data, 
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not just opinion. For anyone who believes that the best response to being displaced is 

to become indispensable in a new arena. 

Baby boomers, Gen-Xers, millennials: the academy needs your experience, your 

perspective, your grit, and your stories. The world has enough 26-year-old PhD 

candidates. It does not have enough 45-, 55-, or 65-year-old ones. You are not too old. 

You are not too late. Go for it. 
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Appendix C: The Financial Aid Reality Check: Student Loans, Hidden Costs, and 

the Cost of Attendance Gap 

 

A Note to Self-Funding Master’s and Doctoral Students 

The financial aid sections of this white paper focus primarily on funded doctoral 

assistantships, stipends, and tuition waivers. However, many non-traditional students 

enter graduate study without full funding, particularly during a master’s program 

completed as preparation for doctoral admission. For those students, federal student 

loans are often the primary financial mechanism. Understanding how those loans 

actually work, in practice and not just in theory, is essential preparation. The gap 

between what the financial aid office shows you and what actually lands in your account 

is real, documented, and deserves plain explanation. 

C.1 Federal Loan Origination Fees: The Invisible Deduction 

Two types of federal loans are available to graduate students: the Federal Direct 

Unsubsidized Loan and the Federal Direct Grad PLUS Loan. Both carry origination fees 

that are deducted from the disbursement before any funds reach the student’s account. 

As of the 2025-2026 aid year, the Unsubsidized Loan origination fee is 1.057% and the 

Grad PLUS origination fee is 4.228% (Federal Student Aid, 2025). These fees are 

disclosed in the Master Promissory Note, but they do not appear as a line item on the 

financial aid award letter or the university bursar statement. The approval amount and 

the disbursement amount simply do not match, and no explanatory note accompanies 

the discrepancy. 

In practice, a student approved for $10,250 in Unsubsidized Loan funds will receive 

$10,142. A student approved for $6,894 in combined Grad PLUS funds will receive 

approximately $6,603. The table below illustrates the approximate gap between 

approved and disbursed amounts based on one UF master’s student’s 2025-2026 

payment history. Dollar figures are illustrative estimates; individual disbursements vary 

based on enrollment, fee assessments, and the number of separate loan applications 

required. 
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Table C-1: Approximate Origination Fee Impact, 2025-2026 Aid Year (Illustrative) 

Loan Type Approved Received Gap (est.) Fee Rate 

Federal Direct 
Unsubsidized Loan 

$10,250 $10,142 ~$108 1.057% 

Federal Direct Grad 
PLUS Loan 

$6,894 
(est.) 

$6,603 
(est.) 

~$291 4.228% 

For a first-generation graduate student, or any student unfamiliar with federal loan 

mechanics, this discrepancy creates a reasonable impression that something is wrong. 

It is not wrong in a legal sense. The fees are disclosed in the Master Promissory Note. 

But they are not visible in the award letter, not explained during orientation, and not 

flagged at disbursement. The burden of understanding the gap falls entirely on the 

student. Transparency would cost the institution nothing. Its absence costs students 

confidence and time. 

C.2 The Cost of Attendance Gap: When the Budget Doesn’t Match the Bill 

A more consequential problem arises when a university’s published Cost of Attendance 

(COA) underestimates actual charges. The COA is the figure used by financial aid 

offices to calculate total aid eligibility. Federal rules cap borrowing at the COA. If the 

COA is set lower than actual expenses, a student cannot borrow enough to cover real 

costs without seeking a formal upward revision through a reconsideration process that 

requires submitting documentation, waiting for review, and applying for additional loan 

amounts. 

During the 2025-2026 academic year, one UF master’s student encountered this gap in 

both the fall and spring semesters. In Spring 2026, the COA-based Tuition and Fees 

estimate shown on the financial aid award summary was $5,310.00. The tuition and 

fees charge posted to the student’s bursar account that same semester was $8,157.50, 

a difference of approximately $2,847.50. The initial loan package had been calculated 

against the lower figure. In Fall 2025, a comparable gap occurred. The pattern repeated 

in both terms, with the student receiving no proactive communication explaining the 

discrepancy. 

Covering the gap required two reconsideration requests and four separate Grad PLUS 

loan applications across the aid year before the package adequately covered actual 

charges. Each round of reconsideration introduced processing delays during an 

enrollment term already in progress. The student was also informed that reconsideration 

could not be initiated until after tuition had already been charged to the account, 

meaning there is no proactive pathway available. The process is reactive by design, and 
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the student bears the full burden of identifying the problem, initiating the correction, and 

managing any cash flow gap in the interim. 

It is worth raising, as a policy question rather than an accusation, whether institutions 

have any structural incentive to report lower tuition figures in their COA budgets. If COA 

Tuition and Fees estimates are drawn from prior-year averages, program-level 

aggregates, or projections that do not account for per-credit surcharges or program-

specific fees, the result is a budget that systematically underestimates what students 

are actually charged. Whether the cause is administrative lag, data averaging, or 

something else, the effect falls on the student. A student who was told she could borrow 

“up to her budget amount” to cover tuition, books, supplies, and living expenses, later 

discovered that the budget amount itself was not calibrated to what she would actually 

be billed. 

C.3 The Reconsideration Barrier: A Procedural Catch-22 

Federal regulations permit students to request a COA adjustment when their actual 

costs exceed the financial aid office’s budget. However, at UF, students are informed 

that a reconsideration request cannot be submitted until after tuition charges have 

posted to the bursar account. Since tuition typically posts at or after the start of the 

semester, this means students cannot initiate the correction process before they are 

already enrolled and already behind. There is no pre-semester pathway to flag a COA 

discrepancy, even when a student can demonstrate in advance that the COA tuition 

estimate is substantially lower than the published tuition rate for their program and credit 

load. 

This procedural design creates a catch-22 for self-funding graduate students. The 

student must enroll to trigger the charges that justify the reconsideration. The 

reconsideration takes time to process. Meanwhile, the student carries a balance they 

were never supposed to carry, without the benefit of timely communication, proactive 

institutional guidance, or a faster resolution track. Non-traditional students, who are 

statistically more likely to be self-funding, less likely to have family financial support, and 

more likely to be managing fixed incomes, Social Security schedules, or small business 

revenue cycles alongside their enrollment, face a disproportionate burden from this 

design. 

C.4 What You Should Do Before Accepting Any Financial Aid Package 

The following steps will not eliminate the structural problems described above, but they 

will reduce your exposure to their worst effects. 

Compare the COA tuition figure against the actual tuition schedule. Before 

accepting your award, request the per-credit-hour rate for your specific program 
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and multiply by your planned enrollment. If the resulting number does not match 

the Tuition and Fees line in the COA summary, ask the financial aid office to 

explain the difference in writing. 

Request the fee schedule directly from the Bursar or Registrar. The financial aid 

summary page may use estimated or prior-year figures. The Bursar’s posted fee 

schedule reflects actual charges. Confirm that any program-specific surcharges, 

lab fees, or technology fees are included in the COA estimate or ask for a COA 

adjustment before charges post. 

Understand the Grad PLUS credit process and timeline. Grad PLUS loans 

require a credit check. If credit is denied, you must either obtain an endorser or 

document extenuating circumstances before the loan can be approved. Build this 

timeline into your planning, particularly if you anticipate needing multiple 

disbursements in a single semester. 

Know the reconsideration window and document everything. If your institution 

does not permit reconsideration requests before tuition posts, ask the financial 

aid office to document that policy in writing. Keep records of every 

communication, every application date, and every approval or denial. If you are 

forced to apply multiple times for the same loan type, note those dates and 

reference them if you later need to escalate. 

Account for origination fees in your actual budget. When projecting available 

funds for a semester, subtract approximately 1.1% from any Unsubsidized Loan 

amounts and approximately 4.3% from any Grad PLUS amounts before building 

your budget. The award letter amount is not the disbursement amount. Plan 

accordingly. 

The rule that students may borrow “up to the Cost of Attendance” is only useful if the 

COA accurately reflects what they will actually be charged. When it does not, the gap 

falls on the student to identify, document, and correct. Non-traditional students, who are 

more likely to be self-funding, less familiar with graduate loan mechanics, and less likely 

to have a support network that has navigated this process before, bear a 

disproportionate share of that burden. Knowing the system in advance is not cynicism. It 

is preparation. 
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