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Abstract

This report examines the tensions around
developing a professionally-related
assessment process in an academic setting.
The research investigated the alignment of
the assessment of the Education Doctorate
(EdD) with the professional needs of the
participants. Two groups, UK university course
leaders and EdD participants at the Institute
of Education, London, were surveyed and
interviewed. Our findings suggest that both
groups are satisfied with the conventional
structure of the coursework assignments and
thesis. Course leaders have no immediate
plans to change the assessment. 
Some concern was expressed about the 
lack of rigour in constructing portfolios and
there is no groundswell of opinion to shift to
‘second generation’ models of assessment.
EdD participants are positive about the way
assessment practices support their learning.
Their only concern is about the nature of the
viva and the bias towards having examiners
from an academic rather than professional
background. However, both groups regard
EdD assessment as fit for purpose.

Introduction

In 2005 the organisation in which this study
took place was designated a Centre of
Excellence for Workplace Learning for
Educational Professionals. The Education
Doctorate (EdD) programme falls within this
remit. This has given us an opportunity to
review the concept of the EdD as a
professional doctorate, its assessment and
the tensions of developing a professionally-
related qualification in an academic setting. 

The degree of Doctor in Education 
of the University of London (EdD) was
established in 1996. The EdD is a professional
doctorate designed for experienced
professionals in education who wish to
extend their professional expertise and
training. Its focus is on research in 
relation to professional practice.

The EdD at the Institute of Education requires
participants to:

� Write an assignment of 5,000 words 
for each of the four taught modules. 
(There is formative feedback on initial 
drafts and the final summative assessment
grades each assignment.)

� Combine the assignments and feedback 
into a portfolio supported by a 2,000 word
reflective statement.

� Research an Institution Focused Study (IFS). 
(This is a substantial piece of ‘insider’ research
into an institution, broadly defined, in which 
the researcher is professionally involved. 
The assessment format is a 20,000 word report.)
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� Produce a 40,000 word thesis on a further piece
of research. (The participant is examined on the
thesis by means of a viva. This is a similar
process to the PhD viva except that the
participant may begin with a short presentation.)

From our internet search of university websites
we discovered that this, with the exception of
the IFS, is a common format for most EdD
programmes in the UK.

Research questions and 
research method
The purpose of this research project is to
investigate the alignment of the assessment
of the Education Doctorate (EdD) with the
professional needs of participants. Our basic
research question is: How professionally, and
personally, appropriate is the current EdD
scheme of assessment? This is essentially a
concern about fitness-for-purpose. 
The research recognises that participants
may have very different professional
purposes. For some it may be to increase
their knowledge in order to feel competent in
a new professional role, for others to develop
research expertise to investigate professional
practices and for others to develop
academic skills required in Higher Education
(HE). Our task is to see how well the current
assessment regime meets these needs.

We surveyed and interviewed two groups: UK
university EdD Course Leaders and EdD
participants at our university. 

We asked the EdD Course Leaders about
their conceptions on:

� what constitutes appropriate assessment
for a professional EdD programme

� the tensions of developing a professionally-
related qualification in an academic setting

� innovative practices especially around
alternatives to the thesis.

The EdD graduates were asked to 
comment on:

1. alternative forms of assessment that might have
been more appropriate professionally

2. the professional usefulness of the IFS and thesis

3. the different ways in which the processes of
researching and writing.

4. the extend to which the IFS and thesis were
professional learning experiences.

The EdD participants in their second to fourth
years were asked to comment on the ways in
which the assessment processes support or
hinder their learning. The EdD participants
who are in their first year were asked to
comment on the writing of their first piece 
of course work.

Rationale and background
Professional doctorates now form an
established alternative to the PhD both 
in the UK and in Australia (Lester, 2004).
Professional doctorates offer academic 
study of professional practice – workplace
learning. The UK Council’s Report for
Graduate Education (2002: 7) describes 
the professional doctorate:

“The field of study is a professional
discipline, rather than academic
enquiry and scholarship …most
professional doctorates are designed
to meet a particular professional 
need …the research element of a
professional doctorate is focused on
professional practice.”

The difference between the traditional and
professional doctorate is that ‘the PhD aims
to produce a professional researcher while
the professional doctorate aims to produce
a researching professional’ (Laing, 2000: 5,
cited in McAlpine & Norton, 2006). Some tensions
may arise as students and academics may
not agree on which goal to value (McAlpine &
Norton 2006: 11). Other tensions may emerge,
for example, when an academic discipline
operates differently from the workplace. Lee
(1999: 8) has suggested that what is successful
in the workplace may not be validated by
university practices: ‘Knowledge produced in
the context of application clearly calls for
principle and processes of evaluation that go
far beyond the knowledge systems of the
disciplinary arm of the university’. 
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One practical implication is how well
assessment requirements for a professional
doctorate lead to outputs that are useful in
professional practice. The assumption is that
these requirements will shape the knowledge
generated. How useful, and accessible, is this
knowledge in practice? 

Over the last decade there have been a
number of developments in shaping
professional doctorates assessment to meet
the needs of the participants. Although
designed for professionals the ‘first
generation’ doctorates (Maxwell & Shanahan,
2001) are rooted in similar academic
traditions to PhDs and Masters degrees. 

In their review of professional doctorates
Scott, Brown, Lunt and Thorne (2004) suggest
possibilities for assessing ‘second generation’
EdDs. These drew on Australian examples
where the shift has been to more
professionally related, rather than academic,
outcomes. This classification identifies the first
generation of EdDs as closely linked to
conventional PhD programmes with an
emphasis of academic outcomes,
particularly the thesis. 

Second generation EdDs were those which
considered alternative forms of written
assessment, for example portfolios or writing
for multiple audiences. These are more
equally rooted in the contexts of the
academy, the profession and the workplace
or practicum which Lee et al. (2000:127)
describe as a hybrid ‘three-way model: the
university, the candidate’s profession and the
particular work-site of the research meet in
specific and local ways, in the context of a
specific organisation. Scott et al. (2004: 150)
sum up some of the assessment implications
of this shift: 

“…the use of a variety of inscriptive
practices as an alternative to writing
for a single audience, such as the
academic community: criteria for
determining the quality of the product
that are work-based rather than
academically-orientated; a focus on
the multiplicity of discourse
communities rather than a single
discourse community such as the
academy; accreditation of

professional knowledge rather than
accreditation of academic knowledge;
and pedagogies that embrace
multiple sites of learning rather than
single sites of learning, as in a
traditional university-based course.”

One of our working assumptions has been
that there may be a tension in requiring
‘academic’ output in a workplace doctorate. 

Another development has been the
construction of the generic DProf (Doctor of
Professional Studies or Professional Practice) –
a ‘third generation’ of the professional
doctorate in the UK and Australia (Lester,
2004). Its focus is on generating practical
action which also represents high level
professional scholarship (Lester, 2004).
According to Scott et al., these involve a
‘reverse colonisation’ where universities
‘move much more into the territory of the
practicum and adjust their way of working so
that knowledge is produced which has
practical applications’ (Scott et al. 2004: 23). 

These professional doctorates pose a
challenge to traditional notions of doctoral
work based on research (Lester, 2004).

Survey of UK University EdD 
Course Leaders

We are aware from our review of university
websites that there are strong commonalities
across the assessment requirements of the
EdD. These are typically coursework
assignments followed by a thesis (ranging
between 30–50,000 words) examined
through a viva. Our email survey with 22 EdD
course leaders asked whether their
universities were considering other forms of
assessment for the EdD. Our purpose was to
see if there was any appetite for change in
the universities or from the participants.

The survey and interview responses indicated
that most UK universities were satisfied with
the conventional structure of coursework
assignments and thesis and there were no
immediate plans to change. We interviewed
course leaders where there had been some
experimentation in the assessment structure
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and they indicated that the consequences
of these were in the direction of a return to
the more conventional academic approach.

We interviewed four tutors who had made 
or contemplated changes. Only one could
have been said to have explored ‘second
generation’ options (see the case study
below) and others sensed little pressure for
change. One university with overseas EdD
courses was actively seeking to bring them
more into line with its PhD programme
(common courses, longer thesis) in order to
emphasise parity, since most of the
participants were educationalists and this
offered more academic validity. A third
university has found its participants are
satisfied with the thesis route and has
introduced structured oral presentations of
the research proposal which must be passed
before work can begin (cf upgrading to PhD).
A fourth university had considered journal
articles as an alternative form of assessment,
but as the participants were largely school
teachers this was not considered a
particularly appropriate or valid form 
of assessment.

Case study – alternative assessment
approaches

The original EdD programme at one
university had a number of radical
assessment elements in it which
progressively gave way to more
conventional approaches. These elements
included participants submitting for their
dissertation either a conventional research
study or a portfolio of work. The latter
consisted of a series of papers with a
professional focus and with a lengthy
commentary to provide coherence. 
The innovative elements in the 
coursework were: 

Participants could submit a professional
paper (not just an academic piece about
a professional practice), for example, a
report to their school’s governing body; 

Participants were required to make an
international visit, that is, a visit to one or
more schools abroad, or to an
international conference and then write 
up their learning experiences.

The course leader reported that the way
the portfolio tasks were interpreted gave
rise to problems with the level and quality
of this work. In practice, most participants
chose to do a fairly conventional research
study for their thesis as this was more widely
recognised. In the new validation of the
programme the portfolio has been
dropped and the coursework element now
reflects better conventional forms of
academic writing. 

The reasons for making these 
changes were: 

The quality of the portfolios was generally
poor and external examiners had a
number of problems with pieces which
were essentially ‘unacademic’; 

The quality of the professional coursework
pieces was generally weak and did not
seem to add anything in an academic
sense.

UK academics, unlike Australian ones, were
too immersed in disciplinary contexts and
were unprepared to embrace professional
concerns in any radical sense. 

There has been a call for the use of portfolios
in HE particularly for assessment that is
designed to be practice-oriented (Brown,
2003). Brown (ibid: 7) argues for ‘a range of
small tasks throughout the learning
programme to ensure that participants are
actively engaged in learning activities that
can culminate in the final assessment’.
However, as can be seen from this study there
are problems associated with the use of
portfolios to support professional
development and learning. Portfolios require
participants and tutors to understand key
assessment concepts such as the link
between learning objectives and success
criteria, the use of rich questioning and the
role of feedback in a pedagogy focused on
learning, self- and peer-assessment (Klenowski,
2002a; Black and Wiliam, 2003). The questions
and methods used for assessment purposes
are often not discussed and assignment tasks
are not critically reviewed in relation to what
they actually assess (Klenowski et al. 2006). 
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Other respondents in our survey maintained
that the ‘academic’ appeal of the EdD is
strong. One stated that:

“The EdD is a way of giving further
(academic) credence to professional
work and see it in this light i.e. making
the professional academic rather than
having difficulty in bringing
appropriate academic assessment
and criteria to professional
perspectives or contexts. In this
respect it isn’t so different (at the stage
of doing the EdD thesis at least) from
the PhD participants who are in very
similar professional contexts.”

What emerges from our review is that 
there is no groundswell of opinion from 
the universities to shift from ‘first generation’
models of assessment. Is this because, 
as Scott et al. (2004: 158) conclude that
courses subscribe:

“…to a belief that students should 
be inducted into disciplinary
knowledge structures, and that this
would translate unproblematically 
into more effective workplace
practices. This …is far from true. 
What universities need to do is to
widen their epistemological
perspectives, and embrace new 
forms of knowledge construction.”

This claim is perhaps best evaluated by
finding out what EdD graduates and
participants see as their purposes in studying
the EdD and whether the current assessment
format meets their needs.

Survey of the EdD participants

The graduates’ views of the 
assessment regime
As the graduates have successfully
negotiated the tensions surrounding the EdD
assessment regime we asked them what
they saw as the strengths and limitations they
experienced. Nineteen of the 29 graduates
we approached through an email enquiry

responded. The majority of graduates said
they were happy with the EdD assessment
they experienced; some were critical of
some aspects of the assessment but few
could come up with alternative forms.
One graduate stated she was sure the
organisation should be pursuing ideas about
alternative forms of assessment. She said:

“The individualism of it I found
especially irksome. But it is hard to
know what else could have been
there, especially as I was producing
writing in order to gain the degree.
Presentation to others (not just two
examiners, but perhaps peers) might
have been a good way, but who
would assess that and against 
what criteria?”

Another graduate said the forms of
assessment seemed appropriate, adding
‘but then I would say that as I successfully
negotiated them!’ He also could not suggest
suitable alternative forms of assessment. 

The main criticism across the graduate’s
responses was the formality of the final viva
arrangements. One stated that he found the
viva difficult because the examiners had little
knowledge of his field of research or of the
full assessment process for the EdD. 
Many felt that much seemed to hang on 
the unpredictable reaction of the examiners.
One added that he understood the need for
independent quality control but more steps
needed to be introduced to make the final
steps ‘less emotionally fraught and costly’.
One remarked that as an ‘academic
professional’ rather than ‘professional
academic’ the thesis/viva hurdle feels a bit
antiquated: ‘it smacks a bit of mortar boards
and ivy covered professors (Tom Lehrer)’.

The idea of a portfolio of professional work
collected over a period of time was
suggested as a possible parallel route but 
like the course leaders we surveyed the EdD
graduates also worried about the rigour of
this form of assessment. 

Graduates raised the idea of collaborative
writing. Many made the point that it is 
unusual in non-academic work (and even 
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in academic work) to produce something
wholly as an individual; most reports and
articles are done collaboratively. This connects
with the point made earlier that the
individualism of the assessment processes
were ‘irksome’. Others found the period 
spent writing the thesis problematic:

“The thesis was a very lonely
experience …I certainly missed the
company and conversation of the
other students on the programme
during the thesis phase which, 
in my case, lasted 5 years.”

The different forms of assessment were seen
as perfectly satisfactory in their own right but
some graduates said that more thought
needed to be given to how they fit together.
One mentioned a difficulty that emerged: 

“The modules, IFS and thesis that I did
involved primary data collection in
one module and the IFS, but rather
less in the thesis which in my case was
policy-based. It is important that the
EdD is seen as a whole – mine wasn’t.
My viva was rather fraught because 
it was felt that there was too little
original research in it and although 
I passed, the revisions were extensive
and involved including research
material previously submitted in my
IFS. The examiners were clearly
uninformed about the structure of the
EdD and did not have access to any
of the other work that I had completed.”

Others mentioned that the process of
learning across the programme needed to
be more coherent. Some remarked that the
assessment regime needed to be seen as
increasingly developmental and increasingly
rigorous. One said: “Students should be
expected to build on the academic
approaches within each of the modules in
order to build more rigour into subsequent
assignments and research”. Another added:

“There was a difference not only 
in length between the IFS and the
thesis but also in breadth and depth 
of thinking.  In many ways the IFS, 
and indeed all the other assignments,
were leading up to the writing of 
the thesis.  That’s not to say the

previous work did not have 
intrinsic value.”

Others noticed a developmental process. 
By the time they came to the thesis they
found that each stage of the process had
raised awareness – from first draft to final
draft – then in production of the personal
statement – then the preparation for the 
viva – and finally the viva itself. At each 
stage they found they were extending 
their thinking. Some mentioned this process
is still continuing as they write up their 
material for journals.

The professional usefulness of the IFS
and thesis
The graduates felt that both the IFS and thesis
were grounded in professional activities and
were ‘relevant to the day job’; there was
professional resonance. The IFS provided
space to reflect on issues within a particular
context. The thesis allowed further reflection
in a broader setting and participants were
able to interpret their working contexts. 
One participant summed up by saying
undertaking both IFS and thesis have 
been worthwhile experiences for the
following reasons:

1) Develops knowledge of and ability to use
research and reflective methodology.

2) Focuses the mind on the research literature and
helps develop a critical approach to reading it.

3) Builds personal confidence in operating at a
level of academic and professional
competence.

4) Develops the ability to build an extended
argument leading to measured judgements
and to present this in prose.

Many felt the research and writing had
important ‘spin offs’ for their work: “I have also
been better able to challenge others through
the disciplines that I learnt through academic
research and writing”. 

Some acknowledged the importance of 
the development of writing skills while others
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considered that the writing process itself
facilitated their learning. Two responses
illustrate this point:

“The research and writing gave me
space to reflect on the values and
principles which underpin what I am
doing and have sharpened up my
thinking on these matters within 
the work context.”

“Writing and preparing presentations
for summer and winter conferences
also helped me to clarify my thinking
and exposed me to the questioning 
of others.”

Professional learning and change
Bringing about professional change 
was acknowledged as an important
outcome of assessment practices. 
These varied in their intensity. For some 
there was an indirect influence: “This work 
was seminal in  re-directing my energies 
and enthusiasms and has really laid my 
path for me sinceI completed”. 
Others identified important influences 
on thinking and planning:

“I have not used either IFS or thesis
directly within my professional role. 
I have, however, utilised the
techniques developed in both. 
Ideas from both have influenced my
thinking to strategic planning and to
work as a school development adviser
where I am expected to interact with
schools on issues of school
improvement.” 

Some identified direct connections: 
“My IFS has provided me with a
framework by which I can map
micropolitical activity in meetings 
and has helped me to improve my
micropolitical literacy. I hope that I
am therefore better able to contribute
to and manage meetings. I am sure 
I would not have developed these
competencies so readily without the
framework provided by the IFS and
later by the thesis.”

“My current work in terms of working
with partners on strategic planning

has benefited from some of the
research I undertook on how
stakeholders were involved in 
the preparation of the Council’s
education plans.  The canvas on
which I am currently working is 
much larger but I have been able 
to apply some of the conclusions 
of my thesis to my current work.”

One participant felt able to apply academic
rigour, developed as a result of the EdD
programme, to his working context. Another
felt that the background reading enabled
more informed contribution in debates and
in writing reports.

While the graduates were able to identify
changes to working practices as a result of
the EdD programme the idea of reciprocity
in terms of the way in which their workplace
experiences had contributed to the EdD
programme, and the learning of other
participants, was not apparent. This may be a
flaw in the research design which did not draw
attention to this important aspect. Further 
in-depth research with a smaller number of
participants will attempt to rectify this anomaly.  

The views of participants 
mid-way through
This section examines the views of the 
EdD participants in years two to four of the
programme (45 participants responded). 
The overall impression from responses is 
that participants are very positive about 
the different forms of assessment on the 
EdD and the way in which assessment
practices are supporting their studies. 
For example, one said: 

“The four papers and the portfolio 
are an excellent mechanism 
for building competence and 
confidence in EdD students’ ability 
to write at doctoral level. The IFS is a
clever way of forcing the student into
a work-based orientation for research,
which of course is pertinent to the 
EdD rationale, although I have
reservations about the IFS.” 

The importance of the structure of the 
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EdD assessment regime is highlighted. 
The strategies identified as particularly 
helpful include:

� continuity and development 

� small chunks 

� a second go at things 

� detailed feedback and the oral discussion

� referral system and supervisory systems 

� the deadlines for written work.

Many agreed that the first assignments were
suitably focused and paved the way for the
IFS and thesis stages, echoing the views of
the graduates.

Support in the assessment process
The role of the supervisor and the importance
of feedback were identified as major 
factors in supporting the participants both 
to complete and learn from their written
assignments. The following quotation 
is typical: 

“I think I have an excellent supervisor
and am therefore very pleased at the
assessment process. It has supported
my learning, has encouraged me to
produce the best that I can, despite
the limitations that I have around the
time, work commitments etc.” 

Another participant is able to identify 
the assessment process, rather than the
assessment itself, as important for learning: 

“Early on regular opportunities to 
work with different experts was helpful. 
Not the actual assessment system
itself but the contact and experiences
it engineered. I like the format of
handing in proposals and getting
feedback (if you’re lucky) from
persons other than the supervisor.”

Feedback is appreciated and seen as an
important stage in the learning as well as the
attention given by tutors or supervisors to the
participants’ progress. One observed that
submitting a draft assignment and getting

tutors’ comments is very helpful, adding:
“Interesting enough is the fact that 
progress is always noted from the draft to 
the final version”. Others indicated how 
the assessment process was sometimes
frustrating but significant for learning: 

“The comments on my assignments
have always been helpful and even
when I disagreed with them or was
frustrated with tutors’ comments, 
I found that a week later I understood
what the tutor was getting at. 
The realisation or insight gained 
was in fact just ‘learning’.”

Learning and assessment
Others also reflected on ways in which
learning occurred through the assessment
processes. They suggested formative
assessment helps to develop learning
throughout each module. The assessment
tasks provide a focus for learning, a focus 
for contact with a tutor and a focus for a
learning dialogue. One participant said the
tutors helped her understand what writing
was like at doctoral level, an abstract and
unfamiliar concept at the beginning. 
One thought that at this level grades 
were inappropriate.

Others suggested that assessment tasks
contributed to their learning to be better and
more critical writers: “Learning to write and
write well, what a gift– not just for my EdD but
for the other part of my life – this supports
learning across all dimensions”.

There were some suggestions about 
how the assessment process might be 
more effective in meeting the needs of 
the participants. For example, while one
participant said that the IFS has much to
commend it there were aspects that 
were difficult when data gathering is 
tied to the flow of the academic year: 

“Logistically I would like to leave my
data gathering until the spring, when 
I have finished the bulk of the reading
I want to do for it, but the nature of my
research questions makes that
impossible. I am desperately trying to
gather data now, because it’s
important that I do it near the 
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start of the year. So, to some 
extent the one year study format is
making me do things back to front.
Second, I would prefer to have the
option of spending three years on a
more extensive thesis and omit the 
IFS altogether. That would allow me 
to do some serious reading, and
plenty of data gathering too. I think
the final output would also be more
valuable. I would make the IFS
optional, with a three-year thesis 
as the alternative.”

One participant felt that more support 
could be offered in relation to writing 
critically by building opportunities to 
develop academic writing skills into the
beginning of the programme. Across the
data there were suggestions that greater
clarity is needed in terms of how the taught
courses relate to each other: “Some tutors
talk about them as culminative, others as
separate stand alone pieces of work. It can
be a little perplexing!” Also a second year
participant suggested that assessment 
might benefit: “from more a joined-up
approach between first and second
markers”. She suggested the second 
marker needed to be familiar with the
participant’s work as their comments 
might undermine the first marker’s 
(and tutor’s) judgment and feedback:

“Tutorials and formative assessment 
are very helpful although it can 
be irksome when two tutors view 
the same piece of research from
entirely different ideological 
positions about what constitutes
decent research!” 

One issue this view raises is that some
participants need to accept there are many
different perceptions held by different tutors
and by participants. As one participant in her
fourth year highlighted the EdD programme
is about “finding one’s own place in relation 
to research”. We can trace different levels 
of confidence across the different cohorts 
in the way participants are able to judge 
their writing in relation to different
perspectives and the extent to which 
they can make their learning explicit 
in the assessment tasks.

The views of participants 
in their first year

In January 2005 questionnaires were sent to
all 23 participants on the home programme
and all 19 participants on the International
programme. 33 responded. 

The main response from participants 
in their first year was appreciation for 
the different forms of assessment 
support. First, appreciation of formative
assessment:

“I was very impressed when I learnt that
the assessment is of a formative
nature i.e. we can make changes and
are given written feedback.  This is the
first university I have heard of that has
done such a thing.  Such formative
assessment is crucial to development
so I applaud the organisation.”

Second, the support of the tutor in providing
opportunities to plan and set a time frame
was considered really helpful:

“When I finished my first assignment 
I found that I had planned it well
enough to have built in time to proof
read, and re read several times. 
For me this is most unusual I am
usually a last minute person who 
works well under pressure but I was
impressed by the push from my
academic tutor to have an essay 
plan before our last sessions. I worked
to that rigidly and achieved what 
I wanted to achieve.”

In addition, the level of constructive 
criticism was acknowledged in helping 
take participants’ learning to new levels.

Surprise was expressed about assessment
tasks being more interesting and/or
stimulating than expected:

“I thought at first that the 
essay on professionalism would 
not be all that interesting or
stimulating, but in fact I was wrong. 
It not only gave a very good
framework for questioning and
exploring ideas, it also taught me 
a lot aboutmoving back into
academic study.”
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“I have been really looking forward to
the Method of Inquiry modules and
was worried about the first module on
professionalism but it was great.”

One expressed satisfaction that the first
assignment had helped significantly in
clarifying the research area for the thesis: 
‘I was very much at sea about this prior 
to the assessment’.

Lack of confidence about the ability to talk
about the assessment could be detected 
in the responses from the participants in their
first year. Some felt they could not comment
till they had had feedback from their tutor. 
As it was their first assessment task they had
not come to own it or feel they could make 
a valid judgment: “Until I get my feedback I
am not sure how well I have done or if I have
pitched it at the correct level”. 

Whereas others declared a growing 
sense of confidence in being able to 
make judgments but were still unsure 
of the required level:

“I’ve been able to start to draw
conclusions for myself based on the
reading and discussion we have been
doing – that boosted my confidence
in my own judgments. The process of
returning the draft assignment with
comments will be very helpful in letting
participants know the expected level.”

The most significant responses, for some
participants in their first year, were to do with
the changes they were already planning, 
or making, in their workplace as a result of
writing their first assignment. Thinking about
and writing the assignment has meant, for
some, that they are starting to lay the
foundations for important changes in 
working practices:

“I have come back to work after
Christmas and am trying to utilise my
new understanding of what I have
looked into. Whilst I can’t say I have
yet implemented any great change 
I can recognise a different approach
and style to my dealings with
colleagues in other parts of 
the faculty.”

“It has made me think about how I
practice professionally and also how
the issue is reflected in my own
working environment or not as the
case may be. I have been able to
make personal decisions based on
the evidence I have uncovered and
on the level of personal reflection
required in the essay. I can look at my
own situation more pragmatically but
also have the basis of knowledge to
make positive changes.” 

“The assignment really allowed me to
focus on issues that I have probably
internally chewed over for some time
in my own work environment. The
conversations I have had with work
colleagues about the assignments
allowed me the opportunity to think
that through in more depth and I read
around the subject and do some
literature searching on my own
thoughts. I was surprised by the
number of research papers on the
issues that allowed me to look more
positively on what the outcomes of this
issue could be and how to work
through it in my work environment.”

We have quoted here at length to illustrate
the powerful effects of writing the first
assignment. Participants recognise: a
different approach and style at work; the use
evidence to make decisions, new insights,
increased knowledge to make changes, and
the way literature can create a tighter focus
around workplace issues.

There is evidence again of a flaw in the
research design. We notice participants’
responses do not comment on the
interaction between the workplace and
learning on the doctoral programme. 
The research approach seems to 
privilege academic learning.
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Closing reflections

Our initial findings suggest there is general
satisfaction with the current assessment
regime in the EdD in our university. This may
be in part that participants may have
‘academic’ purposes (for example, teachers
in further or higher education) but others
seem to suggest that while the output (thesis,
institution focused study and assignments) is
not directly relevant to their work, the process
of arriving at it (research skills, academic
discipline) has transferred to, and often
transformed, their professional work. 

The overall feeling from responses from
current participants is that they are very
positive about the different forms of
assessment and the way in which
assessment practices support learning:

� the assessment tasks are personally and
professionally appropriate

� the assessment tasks do more than lead to
outputs that are useful in professional practice;
they are designed to facilitate learning
throughout the writing processes

� the participants are encouraged to contribute
to knowledge construction and publish both
during the course of the programme and after
they graduate

� appreciation of the developmental process
was highlighted both by graduates and current
participants, the earlier assignments pave the
way for the IFS and thesis.

The majority of graduates and EdD
participants in our university were happy 
with the EdD assessment. While some
criticisms were voiced about particular
aspects of the assessment, most notably, 
the formal arrangements for the viva, few
alternative forms of assessment were identified.
There was concern about the academic
rigour of alternative forms of assessment.

Most course leaders in other UK universities
were satisfied with the conventional structure
of coursework assignments and thesis, and
there are no immediate plans to change.
There is no groundswell of opinion to shift to
‘second generation’ or ‘third generation’
models of assessment.

One concern we suggest be followed up
directly is about the relevance of the viva in
its present format and the roles and
backgrounds of the examiners. In response
to the views of participants we also 
suggest examining different forms of
collaborative writing, alternatives to writing 
for an academic audience, to consider 
new criteria to determine the quality of
professionally-orientated writing and the
appropriateness of giving grades for 
the assignments.

In the next stage of the research we 
will examine the inter-connectedness of 
the workplace and university context to 
focus more specifically on professionally-
related learning.
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