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Abstract

In this manuscript, we explain how action research and Leader Scholar 

Communities (LSC) are being used as signature pedagogies in an education doctorate 

program designed to develop scholarly and influential practitioners, professional 

practitioners who have the minds, hands, and hearts to take on the challenges of school 

leadership and enact positive change. Dissertations from an entire cohort of students 

(N=19) were analyzed along with responses to closed- and open-ended items on a 

questionnaire to answer the following questions: 

1.  When Ed.D. students conduct action research for their dissertations what 

challenges spark their actions?

2.  What problems of practice do they attempt to solve?

3.  What do Ed.D. students think about doing action research and action research 

dissertations?

4.  What do Ed.D. students think about Leader Scholar Communities as a means to 

support them as learners, leaders, and action researchers?
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Using Leader Scholar Communities to Support Ed.D. Students Conducting 

Action Research as Dissertation Work

Economic challenges, shifting demographics, and technological advances are 

requiring educators at all levels to solve problems and demonstrate their effectiveness 

(Levine, 2005). The practical and technical skills needed by educators are expanding and 

because of this, many of them are seeking higher degrees, like the Ed.D. The Ed.D. is 

becoming the degree of choice for working professionals it allows them to focus their 

doctoral efforts on problems of practice. This focus is part of newly designed or 

redesigned programs whose faculty are working with the Carnegie Project on the 

Education Doctorate (CPED).  CPED staff members are collaborating with faculty 

members and administrators from 50 colleges/schools of education to reform doctoral 

education.  Instead of preparing faculty for tenure track positions as PhD programs do, 

newly designed Ed.D.s are preparing scholarly practitioners, that is individuals who are 

able to blend their practical wisdom and professional skills to identify, name, frame, and 

solve the problems of practice they face. To accomplish this, programs focus on the 

everyday realities practitioners face, require a dissertation in practice, and offer flexible 

delivery systems and means of peer support (Boud & Lee, 2005; Bourner, Bowden, & 

Laing, 2001; Lester, 2004; Maxwell, 2003; Rolfe & Davies, 2009; Servage, 2009). In 

CPED doctoral programs, students take core courses, apply theory in laboratories of 

practice (the workplace), and write dissertations focused on their context and needs. 

The new Ed.D.s also use signature pedagogy, the pervasive set of practices faculty 

use to prepare students "to think, to perform, and to act with integrity" (Shulman, 2005, 
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p.52). 

Signature pedagogy includes three dimensions, as articulated by Lee Shulman 

(2005). 

1. Teaching is deliberate, pervasive and persistent. It challenges assumptions, 

engages in action, and requires ongoing assessment and accountability.

2. Teaching and learning are grounded in theory, research, and in problems of 

practice. They lead to habits of mind, hand, and heart that are applicable to 

authentic settings.

3. Teaching helps students develop a critical and professional stance with a moral 

and ethical imperative for equity and social justice.

Signature pedagogy requires student participation, collaboration, public performance, and 

accountability. In return students enter the discourse of their discipline, learn the values, 

norms, and culture of their profession, and develop scholarly and professional identities. 

Golde (2007) notes there is great value in using signature pedagogy in doctoral programs 

to prepare students for dissertation work and because of this more and more Ed.D. 

programs are using them. 

As a member of the CPED consortium our institution designed a new Ed.D. 

program based on its principles and our own ideals. Our program focuses on leadership 

and innovation and our students are envisioned to become scholarly and influential 

practitioners who have the knowledge, skills, and dispositions they need to resolve the 

problems of practice they face and improve local situations. Our students are all full-time 

working professionals for example, teachers at various levels (elementary, middle/high 
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school, community college, university), administrators (coaches, principals, 

superintendents, directors), and other positions (librarians, counselors, Department of 

Education employees). Students’ workplaces are their laboratories of practice and we use 

action research and Leader-Scholar Communities (LSC) as our signature pedagogies. 

Action research is pervasive in our program. It is taught in the core courses (12 hours) 

and research courses (9 hours). It is also supported in Leader-Scholar Communities (6 

hours) and leads to the dissertation work (12 hours). From the first semester they enter 

the program students perform a cycle of action research. They select a problem to solve 

in their worksite, explain why it is of importance to them, investigate the literature for 

viable solutions, take action, collect and analyze data to determine the effectiveness of 

their action, report their findings, and determine their next steps. At the end of each 

semester, students share their experience in a poster, panel, or roundtable session at a 

public forum we call “Research Day.” An action research dissertation constitutes our 

dissertation in practice. 

We use action research as signature pedagogy to help our students become 

scholarly and influential practitioners and believe it is crucial to accomplishing this goal. 

Consistent with Hendricks’ (2006 remarks, we have seen action research transform 

practice and change educators into leaders and agents of change. Like Anderson, Herr, 

and Nihlen (2007), we have seen action research become a source of empowerment. 

Educators with an action research mindset know how to turn theory into action, build 

local knowledge, and solve the problems they face (Stringer, 2007). As Pine (2009) 

cogently argues, “action research fosters personal and professional development and 
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becomes ingrained in one’s mind and heart” (p. 5). Nevertheless, even with these positive 

benefits, we have also seen that doing action research by doctoral students in their 

workplace can be challenging. Educators, in our program, study complex problems with 

human participants in settings they cannot fully control. In Herr and Anderson’s (2005) 

words, “When doing any kind of applied research with participants, it is difficult to 

predict how a study will evolve…” (p. 42). Unpredictability is one challenge action 

researchers face along with time constraints, the need for participant buy-in, and high 

attrition rates. Students doing action research, as a part of their doctoral work face these 

challenges along with the policies of their organizations and the politics of the university 

in which they are enrolled (Coghlan, 2007). 

Because they are both insiders and outsiders, positionality becomes a factor  (Herr 

& Anderson, 2005). As practitioner researchers, students conducting action research in 

their workplace have responsibilities that go along with their positions. For example, 

principals often work with, take action, and collect data with their teachers as a part of 

action research work. At the same time, principals evaluate teachers and hold the power 

to terminate teachers they feel are ineffective. For doctoral students in Ed.D. programs 

being a group member in action research is crucial, but the reality of positionality often 

comes into play and makes action research more difficult to conduct. Labaree (2007) 

notes that practitioners doing research sometimes feel stressed because they must 

transform their cultural orientation from an experiential to a theoretical perspective, from 

a normative to an analytical lens, and from a personal to an intellectual point of view. In 

Labaree’s view making the transition from teacher to researcher, calls for a drastic change 
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in the way educators examine their work. Having dual perspectives and being an insider 

can cause tensions if world-views collide.

Our second signature pedagogy is Leadar Scholar Communities (LSC), which we 

use to support students. Beginning in the second year of our cohorted program, each 

student becomes a member of an LSC.  An LSC is comprised of 5-6 students and two 

faculty members, one serving as dissertation chair and the other a second member The 

LSCs meet regularly, learn together, and support each other intellectually, socially, and 

emotionally. In LSCs, students take apprenticeship roles and collaborate with more 

experienced faculty members on authentic tasks related to their workplace setting 

(Amrein-Beardsley, Zambo, Moore, Buss, Perry, Painter, et al., in press). 

LSCs are meaningful and practical because much of the work of this group focuses 

on students’ action research that culminates in their dissertations. Although faculty 

members may be experts in research and scholarly writing; the practical knowledge 

students possess is honored and students are seen as experts and leaders. A multi-voiced 

sense of expertise is developed and used to socializes students into the profession. In 

LSCs students learn values, norms, and customs; gain support as learners, leaders and 

researchers; and forge a bridge between what they learn at the university and what is 

needed in their world  (Tsui & Law, 2007). 

Preliminary work by Olson and Clark (2009) on our LSCs demonstrated that they 

helped students in our first cohort bridge the gap between theory and practice, persist to 

graduation, and become socialized into a new identity as leader-scholars. In their words, 

LSCs allowed doctoral students to, “perform as leaders and work as scholars in a safe and 
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supportive research community as they examine and attempt to promote progress on 

immediate, important issues in local educational contexts” (Clark & Olson, p. 220). This 

preliminary work will provide the foundation for this study. Doing a content analysis of 

their dissertations and using a new questionnaire and interview questions, we attempted 

to understand what our third cohort of Ed.D. graduates (N=19) thought about doing 

action research, action research dissertations, and Leader Scholar Communities. 

Four research questions, guided the conduct of this study. The four questions were: 

1.  When Ed.D. students conduct action research for their dissertations what 

challenges spark their actions?

2.  What problems of practice do they attempt to solve?

3.  What do Ed.D. students think about doing action research and action research 

dissertations?

4.  What do Ed.D. students think about Leader Scholar Communities as a means to 

support them as learners, leaders, and action researchers?

Method

In this section, we provide information about the participants, data sources and 

instruments, and data analysis procedures.   

Participants 

Nineteen students from cohort three (2011 graduates) participated in the study. 

Students worked full-time as teachers in K-12, community college, or university settings 

or as principals and administrators.  

Data Sources and Instruments  
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Two data sources provided the information used in this study: students’ 

dissertations and an online questionnaire with closed- and open-ended items.  

Dissertations.  A content analysis of dissertations was undertaken.  Information 

about each dissertation was entered into an Excel database spread sheet. 

Questionnaire.  All 19 students responded to an online open-ended questionnaire 

that included seven constructs, but only the constructs related to action research and LSC 

were examined in this study.  Examples of items included, “What were the strengths of 

action research?” and “What specific suggestions do you have for improvement of action 

research?” 

Following the open-ended items, participants responded to five or six closed-

ended items that used a six-point Likert scale (strongly agree = 6; strongly disagree = 1). 

Close-ended items about action research were designed to assess participants’ views of 

action research in terms of its multiple cycles; improvement of research capabilities, 

impact, and development as scholarly and influential practitioners. Close-ended items 

about LSCs were designed to assess participants’ views of LSCs in terms of the support 

they provided to their learning; application of knowledge; research/dissertation; and 

development as scholarly and influential practitioners. 

Analysis Procedures

Analysis of dissertations.  To answer the first and second research questions a content 

analysis of 19 dissertations written by the third cohort of students was performed. 

Content analysis was chosen as the analytic tool because enabled identify concepts to be 

identified; quantified; analyzed for complexities; and assumptions made about the 
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messages, the writer, and the culture in which each of these was set were set. This process 

allowed ideas, patterns, trends, and insights to surface from a unique data set in an 

objective, unbiased, and systematic way (Weber, 1990).

The procedure for the analysis followed these steps: 

1.   The bulk of each dissertation was read.

2. Each dissertation was dissected into its main components and placed into an 

Excel spreadsheet. The spreadsheet contained each dissertation’s context, 

review of scholarship, method, results, findings, and conclusions. 

Context included the problem of practice and the challenges/drivers the student 

faced, the student’s workplace and role, the action posed, and research 

questions. Review of Scholarship was comprised of the literature and 

theoretical lenses used and previous cycles of action research. Method 

contained the research design (all dissertations were action research and used 

mixed methods), demographic information of participants, the 

innovation/action taken to address the challenges identified, the student’s role 

in the study, the instruments used to collect data and data analysis plan. Results 

information was comprised of results of the analysis of data. Findings included 

the convergence of mixed-method data. Conclusions consisted of lessons 

learned, implications innovations had on practice, and implications for the next 

cycle of action research. This study used information related to Context and 

Method. 

3. Analysis proceeded inductively using a constant comparative approach (Glaser 
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& Strauss, 1967). Text was coded and as codes accumulated they were 

gathered into larger categories and then into bigger themes. Themes rich with 

data (numerous instances) were used to make assertions (Strauss & Corbin, 

1998).

4. To solidify assertions, dissertations were reexamined for confirming words 

(Erikson, 1986). In this manuscript select quotations are used as examples 

and evidence. Because of space limitations, however, some quotes have 

been edited; but in doing this every effort was made to preserve the original 

ideas.    

Analysis of questionnaires and interviews.  For questionnaires, means and standard 

deviations were computed for each of the constructs. Interviews were analyzed according 

to a method devised by Miles and Huberman (1994). The first author generated a list of 

codes that mirrored the research questions. After this, each researcher used the codes to 

independently conduct a line-by-line analysis. The researchers came together to discuss 

their decisions and provided additional codes. With these codes, comparisons were made 

among and across the data sets so that themes could be clearly defined.  Finally, themes 

were united with the original data set and assertions made.

In sum, the analysis plan used employed a constant comparative approach and 

because of this findings are trustworthy. We returned to dissertations often, worked 

systematically and reflectively, developed detailed procedures, developed a clear audit 

trail, and talked with each other to confirm and iron out our findings. Nevertheless, even 

with these procedures we do not claim generalizability nor do we present our findings as 
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true or the only interpretation possible.

Results of Dissertation Analysis: Challenges/Problems of Practice Students 

Faced in their Workplaces

Our first question was designed to understand the challenges that sparked students’ 

actions. To answer this question, we used information in dissertations that contained an 

explanation of the situation students wanted to change (the problem), ideas about what 

was causing it (the challenges/drivers), and why it mattered to them (their leadership 

roles). 

From this analysis we assert global issues, federal and state mandates, quality and 

retention, and student success were at the heart of the challenges our Ed.D. students 

faced. All of our students work in educational settings; and, although they worked at 

various levels, in various positions, and at various locations, preparing productive 

citizens, educating every child, and having and retaining high quality teachers in 

classrooms were important matters to them. 

Our students understood global issues and how these related to their schools, the 

teachers and students in them, and to their own work. For some the drivers/challenges 

that sparked their actions came from the economy and change in labor force (e.g., the 

need for students to develop the 21st century skills of problem solving and collaboration) 

and from the rapid changes brought about because of technology.  One student who was a 

principal of an elementary school wrote,

Technology has permeated every facet of society and as a result, the workforce has  

seen the demand for skilled laborers decline and the need for creative problem solvers  

rise. This paradigm shift has impacted schools by altering the future needs of learners.  
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Over the past two decades access to technology in schools has greatly improved.  

Unfortunately many classrooms are struggling to make meaningful use of technology for  

teaching and learning. Supportive administrators are necessary for teachers to  

successfully integrate technology in the classroom. 

An assistant principal faced similar challenges and wrote, “Much of the landscape 

of teaching and learning has been transformed because of the Internet. Along with the  

Internet, technological tools are being designed at lightening speed, and these tools are 

being brought into schools without much teacher training.”  Another student, a 

Technology Support Director echoed similar concerns, when she/he stated, With two 

recessions in the past decade, information technology departments in higher education  

have experienced a number of budget difficulties, and these are straining the availability  

of resources for continued investments in existing infrastructure and services in  

technology departments and limiting the implementation of new technologies. 

Global issues sparked the actions of some students, but others took action because 

of mandates and laws like No Child Left Behind and Arizona’s mandate for sheltered 

English immersion. Challenges from NCLB focused on the need to meet Standards, 

testing (national and state), the need for highly qualified teachers and administrators, and 

the sanctions associated with school labels. A teacher concerned about NCLB and student 

achievement wrote: 

The federal No Child Left Behind Act has set the goal that all students in every  

state shall be proficient in reading by 2014. Students who are not skilled readers by the  

end of third grade have fewer chances to graduate from high school than skilled readers. 
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A principal concerned about teacher quality wrote, “ A struggle for me, is  

determining how to hire, support, and ultimately retain highly qualified teachers.” And a 

third grade teacher focused on state testing. “Arizona teachers face the challenge of  

having 100% of their students meeting or exceeding grade level reading standards  

assessed by Arizona's Instrument to Measure Standards.” 

NCLB brought concerns and so did our state’s mandate for sheltered English 

immersion. The principal of an elementary school wrote, “In August of 2008, ELD 

teachers across the state of Arizona were provided the state mandated model by which  

they were to instruct ELD children, but they have minimal training in implementing this  

model. 

Being immersed in schools our students were facing challenges in school 

leadership, teachers’ development, and students’ success. Some questioned leadership 

especially when it was top down. One student wrote, “The need to change 'top-down'  

approaches to school management is crucial for collaborative and creative learning  

spaces.” Another student realized there were a high attrition rates among administrators 

in his district. He wrote, “In addition to a de facto need for effective school leadership,  

there is potential for an upcoming shortage of principals in U.S. schools...the  

combination of a workforce with a significant portion eligible for retirement, an increase  

in attrition, and stress, provide conditions for a shortage of experienced principals. There 

is a need to develop the practical skills of incoming principals in principal preparation  

programs.”

Others saw the challenges teachers were facing like: 

• receiving useful professional development—focused on their immediate 
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or individual needs

• isolation—a lack of community, collaboration, norms 

• teams not working together or stuck in unproductive ways 

• remaining on the job (retention)

A principal of a high school saw challenges in teacher development.  He wrote, 

“Available professional development is not focused on the context of the individual  

classrooms or the individual needs of practitioners. Professional development is effective  

when teachers link what they have learned to the classroom.” Similar sentiment was  

echoed by an assistant principal of a high school who wrote, “We did not embed 

opportunities for teachers to collaborate within the school day, nor did our school have a  

structure in place to support teacher collaboration or job embedded professional  

development, leaving these important aspects of teaching and professional learning to  

chance.” And the principal of an elementary school saw similar challenges at his school.  

“Because all of our teaching teams were newly formed, and in light of an expanding  

body of literature that suggests teaching teams can greatly influence student  

achievement, I feel the need to identify professional development methods that will help  

my teaching teams coalesce into highly effective groups. A middle school teacher also  

saw challenges building community among his peers and wrote, “Collaborative  

knowledge sharing and decision-making that focus on student achievement can go far in  

improving instructional learning but our team is not functioning in this way.” Teacher  

isolation and lack of support caused the curriculum coach at a high school to recognize  
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that, “The veteran teachers at my school feel unsatisfied and unsupported.  My challenge  

is to hire, support, and ultimately retain highly qualified teachers in the classroom.” 

Others saw challenges with students not achieving (learning content), dropping out 

of school, and being treated unjustly. A counselor working at a university was concerned 

about retention and wrote:

Undergraduate degree attainment rates must improve if postsecondary educational  

institutions are to meet the needs of the nation and the world. Researchers have found 

that students' decisions to depart college often arise out of negative experiences with the  

institution's academic or social systems. Students who are actively engaged in  

educationally purposeful activities, both inside and outside of the classroom, are more 

likely to persist towards graduation. Colleges have allocated resources towards student  

recruitment in these activities, but their attempts have not been successful. 

The Director of a Community Education Department echoed similar sentiment 

about the academic success of elementary-aged students. 

I have learned over my twenty years of work with minority, working class families  

that all parents want their children to succeed academically and professionally. The 

injustice lies in the fact that only some parents have the knowledge and educational  

attainment associated with parental advocacy and involvement for quality education and 

academic success. Very few training opportunities that involve student learning are 

available to parents. 

In sum, our analysis showed global issues, federal and state mandates,  

administrator and teacher quality and retention, and student success were at the heart of 



17
LEADER SCHOLAR COMMUNITIES AS SUPPORT 
the challenges our students faced. These challenges sparked the actions they took. 

Problems of Practice Students Tried to Solve

Because our students were writing action research dissertations, our second 

question focused on the actions they took in response to the challenges they observed. To 

answer this question, we used information that contained an explanation of the innovation 

used to address the problems that were identified. From this analysis we assert actions 

focused on improving circumstances/situations for administrators, teachers, students, and 

parents. 

When it came to administrators, our students acted to build their efficacy and 

retain them in their jobs. When it came to teachers they acted to support new teachers 

(including those being alternately certified) and teachers facing implementation of laws 

and mandates that affected instruction and interactions with students. To offer support, 

they built communities and devised opportunities for coaching and collaboration, created 

professional development opportunities that were embedded in practice, and focused on 

immediate needs. Taking into account the rapid pace of technology, they acted to 

integrate technology into classrooms.  Moreover, because they were action researchers, 

they helped teachers conduct collaborative inquiry into their own practice. Taken 

together, actions focused on building and/or supporting administrators and teachers 

through brokering knowledge and providing time, support, and space to work together, 

dialogue, and develop collaboration, relationships, and partnerships.

Others acted to support students’ learning with innovations they created. They 

designed reading activities that encouraged student autonomy, developed mentoring and 
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tutoring opportunities, and like those working with teachers they created communities of 

learners through dialogue and space. Others supported both parents and students with 

involvement activities that helped parents interpret their children’s test scores, understand 

their needs, set learning goals, and advocate for resources needed to meet these goals. 

Actions focused on motivating students and closing achievement gaps.

What Students Thought about Action Research

The questionnaire was given to students after they had defended their dissertations 

to understand what they thought about doing an action research dissertation and whether 

our newly designed program was supporting them.  Results from the questionnaire 

indicated graduates felt positively about doing action research and action research 

dissertations. Close-ended items for the action research construct on the questionnaire 

received high ratings (M = 5.94, SD = 0.10). Students strongly agreed that multiple 

cycles helped them learn action research. They also strongly agreed that action research 

allowed them to have an influence on their work setting and develop into scholarly and 

influential practitioners. Open-ended items on the questionnaire confirmed and 

augmented these findings. In our program, students’ workplaces were used as laboratories 

of practice and students appreciated being able to do action research in their own setting. 

Being able to focus on a problem of practice that had meaning to them was motivating 

and performing multiple cycles of action research helped them hone their research skills 

and build their confidence. Performing multiple cycles prepared students for their 

dissertation work. 

Learning and performing action research changed students’ behavior from passive 

to active. Learning action research gave students the tools they needed to ask questions, 
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act, collect and analyze data, and take their next steps. It also helped them become more 

skeptical of the quick fixes that are often “sold” to educators. One student wrote, “Before 

this program I knew action research on the surface. Now I’m more informed. I constantly  

ask questions, gather data, and look at things critically.” 

Students believed their action research dissertation work had a positive influence 

on their workplaces and they expected this influence to continue. Doing action research 

helped students learn t they could be leaders and agents of change. One student wrote, 

This program taught me how to take my skills and desire for change and use them 

to increase the potential for change and success. Learning in, as much as between the  

lines, I am better for what I have experienced. 

We use action research as a signature pedagogy to help our students become 

scholarly and influential practitioners because we believe it is crucial to accomplishing 

this goal. Action research forces our students to take action, become more reflective, and 

in doing this become leaders and agents of change. Action research as a signature 

pedagogy helped our students turn theory into practice and become critical and reflective 

thinkers with the minds, hands, and hearts they need "to think, to perform, and to act with 

integrity" (Shulman, 2005, p. 52). 

What Students Thought about LSCs

Because they are both insiders and outsiders, positionality often becomes a factor 

for practitioners conducting action research (Herr & Anderson, 2005). Practitioner 

researchers must bridge the theory practice gap and navigate their workplace, researcher, 

and student roles. Because of these challenges our program uses LSCs as a means of 
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support. In LSCs, students are guided by faculty members, work with peers, and focus on 

their action research that culminates in their dissertations. LSCs were designed to create 

multi-voiced perspectives and socialize students into their role as scholarly and 

influential practitioners. 

In response to our fourth research question, these goals are being met. Graduates 

felt positively about LSCs. Close-ended items for the LSC construct on the questionnaire 

received high ratings (M = 5.87, SD = 0.26.) Students strongly agreed that LSCs 

supported their learning, application of knowledge, collaboration, and 

research/dissertation. Students also strongly agreed LSCs helped them develop into 

scholarly and influential practitioners

Open-ended items on the questionnaire and interviews confirmed and augmented 

these findings. One area of responses that provided greater depth of understanding was 

students’ thoughts about LSC chairs. Students appreciated having chairs who exhibited 

the following qualities: were themselves leaders; set high expectations; were available 

and offered personal assistance; respected them and treated them as capable; and were 

patient—understood they were working full time, taking classes, writing dissertations, 

and had family responsibilities. 

Chairs were seen as vital members of LSCs because they provided support and 

helped students understand their potential. One student wrote, “My chair taught more 

about myself than I would have come to realize on my own. She demonstrated much  

deduction and commitment to helping me find my way.” A second echoed similar 

sentiments, “I was blessed with professors who cared about research, learning, and  
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mentoring.” Another wrote, “Thank you for understanding critical thinking, action  

research, and technical writing.”  

Students appreciated the small size of LSCs and the fact that they focused on their 

needs. Meeting times, dates, and agendas were flexible and revolved around their lives as 

busy professionals who were working full time and pursuing a degree. Students saw 

LSCs as a small group committed to the success of everyone and respondents thought 

LSCs provided both cognitive and emotional support. Cognitive support occurred when 

members challenged them to think critically and deeply. Students learned from faculty 

members and peers. They knew each other’s studies and asked questions about them, 

bounced ideas off each other, and gave honest feedback. Students felt LSC members 

made sure others met deadlines, completed requirements, and wrote professionally. 

Students also felt LSCs provided emotional support. Good-hearted humor was 

used to relieve tension and students felt comfortable and safe with their LSC members. 

They depended on each other and felt they could trust others to be supportive. One 

student wrote, “I experienced some stressful challenges in my workplace and my LSC,  

including my chair, were supportive. Their support guided my learning as a leader. They  

carried my spirit.” Another said, “Thank you for the opportunity to find who I am, what I  

can do, and how I can do it.”

Discussion

In this program, the challenges students face are typical of those practitioners 

routinely confront.  As observed, the challenges are broad in scope, ranging from national 
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to local in nature.  Moreover, the solutions students offer and the skills they develop 

while they implement their interventions are equally diverse and pragmatic.  Because of 

diversity in challenges and solutions, new ways of thinking about faculty members’ and 

students’ roles in this new doctoral program are required.  The importance of allowing 

students to pursue and resolve their own problems of practice should not be 

underestimated.  There are two sets of compelling implications.  The first set consists of 

three challenges with respect to roles which individuals associated with the program take 

on.  The second set is concerned with program components, signature pedagogies, which 

provide support for students to effectively meet the student role challenges that were 

previously identified.    

When students work to resolve problems of practice, there are several important 

implications with respect to challenges in roles that faculty members and students face in 

the program.  First, students’ research on problems of practice suggests that faculty 

members’ roles are quite different.  Faculty members are challenged to engage in 

nontraditional ways of mentoring and working with doctoral students.  For example, 

faculty members  must develop a much broader knowledge base to work effectively with 

students because students are directing the research agenda as they examine widely 

varying problems of practice using distinctive interventions to resolve those problems. 

This approach is quite different than what may occur in more conventional doctoral 

programs where faculty members set research agendas and students study and learn what 

their mentors know.  By comparison, in this program, students are viewed as experts with 

respect to understanding the challenges in the workplace and their resolution through 

appropriate interventions.  Thus, faculty members take on roles of being research 
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facilitators rather than the more conventional role where they are viewed as research 

directors who impose their expertise on students who in turn conduct dissertations based 

on mentors’ research and expertise.  

Second, allowing students to select and resolve problems of practice requires 

students to take on greater research roles and responsibilities including taking a proactive 

position with regard to research much earlier in their doctoral studies.  Students’ research 

agendas must be articulated very early in the program as opposed to being developed 

much later in more traditional doctoral programs. By comparison, in conventional 

doctoral programs, students typically serve long apprenticeships under the direction of 

their mentors to learn about the research problems studied, as well as the perspectives and 

methodological approaches used by their mentors.  Moreover, in conventional programs, 

students are expected to develop and conduct a dissertation that is  cast in the mold of 

their mentor’s work, but this is not the case in this program.     

Third, as program participants work to disentangle problems of practice, they must 

take on highly collaborative roles to operate in communities with colleagues to resolve 

these matters.  Thus, the development of collaboration skills and fostering relationships 

and partnerships is essential to the conduct of the research and resolution to the problems 

students face in workplace settings.  Such an approach that requires strong collaborative 

skills and joint efforts to resolve problems of practice stands in sharp contrast to the 

efforts required of students in more conventional doctoral programs where students may 

act primarily on an individual basis during the conduct of research and especially as they 

carry out the dissertation.  By contrast in this program, students conduct dissertations that 
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typically require them to work in teams with site-based colleagues.  In these instances, 

developing collaboration skills and fostering relationships and partnerships in the 

workplace are essential to building either professional learning communities or 

communities of practice, which are frequently employed in implementing resolutions to 

various problems of practice.  

Now we turn our attention to considering two program components that support 

students in meeting the student role challenges we just outlined.  The two program 

components are:  action research and leader-scholar communities (LSC).   

First, the use of the action research approach, a signature pedagogy of this 

program, is critical in facilitating earlier entry of students into conducting their own 

research agenda by supporting students in taking small steps through site-based action 

research.  Moreover, applying the action research approach to site-based problems is 

consistent with principles currently being advocated in the (re)design of Ed.D. programs, 

which suggest students would be well served by operating in ‘laboratories of practice’ 

(CPED, 2010; Perry & Imig, 2008).  Because students already have a sound 

understanding of their workplace and the problems they encounter on a routine basis, 

they attain a considerable advantage when they apply course-based learning to immediate 

practice in the workplace setting.  

Additionally, as students conduct multiple cycles of action research, they are able 

to attain a depth of understanding of their problems of practice that is very different than 

what might be attained by students in more conventional doctoral programs.  Consistent 

with Lewin’s adage, “No action without research; no research without action” (Marrow, 

1969, p. 193), students continually engage in actions, collect data, and conduct critical 
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evaluations, which suggest new actions.  Thus, by the time students are working on their 

dissertations, they achieve a depth in their research that extends a long way toward 

resolution of their problem of practice.  At the same time they attain this depth of 

understanding; students develop more fully their research skills and increase their 

confidence in doing so, especially with respect to dealing with workplace problems of 

practice

Second, because students are viewed as experts in resolving their problems of 

practice, they play a key role in in the LSC, which brings together five to seven student 

leader-scholars and two faculty members in a unique partnership.  Group discussions 

capitalize on the expertise that students bring to the issues under consideration.  Together 

with the knowledge faculty members possess with respect to theoretical 

conceptualizations and methodological issues, the LSC becomes a formidable group for 

supporting students as they develop, conduct, and write their dissertations.  Thus, the 

LSC provide a safe haven for students to articulate, discuss, and refine approaches to 

resolve their problems of practice.  

Additionally, LSC represent communities of practice where shared concerns about 

problems of practice, theoretical frameworks, and research skills are the domain, the sets 

of issues that bring the members of the LSC together (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 

2002). Students affirmed that the support they received on these matters was instrumental 

and vital in completing their dissertations in a timely manner.  The LSC supported 

students in completing all phases of the dissertation from the proposal to the final writing 

and oral defense.  Such strong support stands is stark contrast to the limited support 
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students in conventional doctoral programs may receive during the dissertation process 

(Gardner, 2009; Lovitts, 2001).  For example, in many doctoral programs, students are 

well supported early in their programs, but support tends to be limited during the conduct 

of the dissertation process.  In this program, it is clear students believe they have strong 

support throughout the dissertation process because of the LSC.  That is our intent in the 

design of the LSC and it appears these groups function as planned.      

In sum, development of innovative Ed.D. programs foster new perspectives of 

student and faculty member roles.  Results from the present study clearly suggest such a 

reconsideration of roles.  First, as we suggest, here, faculty members face a challenge to 

broaden their knowledge base to effectively work with students in new Ed.D. programs 

and take on roles as research facilitators rather than serving in the more conventional role 

as research directors and mentors who impose their expertise on students.  Second, 

students face a challenge to take on researcher roles much earlier in the program.  To do 

this successfully, we require students to employ an action research approach, a signature 

pedagogy of this program, which is supportive for students because it allows students to 

capitalize on expertise they possess about problems of practice in their workplaces. 

Third, we maintain that students also face the challenge of developing and implementing 

high levels of collaboration and research skills to effectively deal with the problems of 

practice they encounter in their workplaces.  These collaboration and research skills are 

fostered in LSC, another signature pedagogy of the program.  The LSC provide strong 

support to students throughout the dissertation process as students resolve work-based 

problems of practice.    When any new or revised doctoral program is implemented, there 

will be challenges for students and faculty members participating in it.  The real issue is 
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whether the program provides sufficient support for students to meet those challenges and 

effectively benefit from the program in order to improve their classroom or school 

setting.  
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