.Im pactingEducation

JOURNAL o8 TRANSFORMING PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE

The Authenticity and Promise of Learner Talk in
Programmatic Self-Study

Melissa Parenti
Northeastern University
mparenti@northeastern.edu

Cherese Childers-McKee
Northeastern University
c.childers-mckee@northeastern.edu

Tyneka Holley
Northeastern University
t.holley@northeastern.edu

Annine Crystal
Northeastern University
a.crystal@northeastern.edu

ABSTRACT

Formative assessment plays an essential role in programmatic curricular design. Six years following a
comprehensive program redesign, we sought student and alumni voice to capture the degree to which the
program aligned with the Carnegie Project on the Education Doctorate (CPED) guiding principles and
successfully prepared Scholarly Practitioners. Twenty-one participants — 12 current students and 9 alumni —
engaged in two student and two alumni focus groups during Fall 2024. Using a two-cycle qualitative coding
process, five themes emerged from the data: social justice as embedded yet emergent, theory to practice, field-
based practice, professional identity transformation, and alumni and student variance in program perception.
Findings revealed a strong action research-based methodology-to-practice, evidence of professional identity
transformation across participants, and a developmental latency between enroliment and full recognition of
program impact. The CPED Principles Implementation & Framework© Impact Self-Study Project process
highlighted several areas of program strength and helped identify areas for programmatic improvement specific
to strengthening student articulation of theoretical grounding and structural gaps between core and

concentration coursework.
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The Education Doctorate (EdD) program is located within the
Graduate School of Education at Northeastern University, classified
as an R1 institution. Our EdD program began in 2008 and has been
a member of the Carnegie Project on the Education Doctorate
(CPED) since 2014. In the EdD program, all courses are offered
online and may include both synchronous and asynchronous
experiences. The onset of our collaboration with CPED sparked our
efforts for a program redesign aligned to the guiding principles of the
professional doctorate. In 2018, we launched this redesign of our
EdD programming. The EdD redesign also incorporated explicit
commitments to social justice and equity through the integration of
program learning outcomes centered on these principles. Action
Research (AR) was established as the program’s signature
methodology, positioning students to investigate issues of
educational inequity and enact transformative change within their
professional contexts. The four program learning outcomes (PLO)
center on: research methodology applied to local Problems of
Practice (PLO1), equity- and justice-framed knowledge generation
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(PLO2), collaborative Scholarly Practitioner development (PLO3),
and critical reflection on identity and change work (PLO4).

The EdD program is structured around three curricular
components: a core sequence of research and foundational courses,
concentration coursework aligned to students' professional focus
areas, and elective courses that allow for individualized study. The
core sequence is grounded in AR methodology and explicitly
sequenced to build students' capacity as Scholarly Practitioners
across the arc of the program. Concentrations, which include options
such as Innovative Teaching and Learning, Transformative School
Leadership, Higher Education Administration, Al In Learning, and
Integrative Studies, provide disciplinary depth, while electives offer
flexibility for students to extend their learning into adjacent areas of
professional interest. All courses are offered fully online, serving a
large and geographically dispersed student population.

Currently, six years into the new EdD model, the invitation to
join a CPED Principles Implementation & Framework© Impact Self-
Study Project ignited interest in its potential benefits for us to take a
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closer look at our program. This element of program evaluation —
driven by the CPED Principles Implementation & Framework©
Impact Self-Study Project - offered time to explore the extent to
which our EdD program adhered to these CPED guiding principles
and amount to which we designed a program that authentically
prepared Scholarly Practitioners. This process was anchored in the
values of intentional alignment to principles and/or learning
outcomes in curricular design. As a result, the CPED Principles
Implementation & Framework®© Impact Self-Study Project has
modeled the importance of progress monitoring or formative
assessment in meeting these programmatic aims.

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT

As four EdD faculty and program leaders at a CPED member
institution — with scholarly backgrounds in AR, qualitative
methodologies, social justice education, and instructional leadership
and prior careers spanning K-12 teaching, coaching, and
administration — we leaned into our collective expertise in formative
assessment. Critically, we are ourselves graduates of professional
doctoral programs, positioning us as both designers and products of
the EdD experience we sought to study. We began to imagine which
data would be most powerful in telling our story of programmatic
alignment and progress. Yes, objective data such as syllabi and
course assignments painted a clear, rote picture of direct alignment
to CPED principles and our resulting program learning outcomes, but
opportunities to talk to students, faculty, and alumni seemed crucial
in understanding the nature of our progress in the most authentic of
ways. We were seeking “outputs” (Black & William, 1998, p. 139)
that would narrate the story of our program. Similar to the benefits of
listening to learners think aloud through their understanding of a
concept in a classroom setting, we offered student and alumni focus
groups as a space for our EdD students and graduates to talk
through their experiences specific to each CPED principle. This talk
shifted the power dynamic between instructor and student
(Schildkamp et al., 2020). We came to realize the CPED Principles
Implementation & Framework®© Impact Self-Study Project provided
time for us to “listen in” on the learning and its direct impacts on the
work of our alumni and current students as Scholarly Practitioners.

METHODOLOGY

Our EdD redesigned program is centered in AR. Focus groups
are a qualitative research method frequently used in AR to gain
deeper insights into stakeholders’ thoughts, perspectives, and values
on a pre-determined topic (Coghlan & Brydon-Miller, 2014). They are
often used to facilitate collaborative data generation from a purposely
selected group of individuals. In a focus group setting, the researcher
adopts the role of a facilitator or moderator, moderating a group
discussion between participants (Nyumba et al., 2018). It is this role
as facilitator that allowed us to take the important step of listening
with intention.

The research team consisted of the four co-authors; all of whom
are faculty in the EdD program being studied. As insider researchers
engaged in programmatic self-study, our positionality as both
program designers and program faculty is an intentional feature of
this work rather than a limitation. Each team member brings
expertise in qualitative research design and data analysis, and all
four regularly teach research methods and data analysis to doctoral
students. This shared methodological grounding informed both our

data collection and our analytical process. Focus group facilitation
was distributed across the team: two authors facilitated the student
focus groups and one facilitated the alumni focus groups. This
distribution allowed cross-perspective data collection while
maintaining consistency in facilitation approach.

The larger programmatic self-study effort was conducted in
alignment with the CPED Principles Implementation & Framework©
Impact Self-Study Project and used CPED-provided rubrics and
matrix templates to assess implementation of CPED principles. That
broader effort included concurrent review of program documents,
including 14 course syllabi, annual program evaluation survey
results, the program webpage, sample dissertations, and course
assignments, to assess alignment with the CPED Framework®©. This
research article focuses specifically on findings from the student and
alumni focus groups as a distinct and rich data source within that
larger effort.

We had specific goals for this focus group process. It would
serve as formative assessment related to our capacity to align CPED
principles, as part of the CPED Principles Implementation &
Framework®© Impact Self-Study Project, and our resulting program
learning outcomes with the EdD curriculum and experience. With this
in mind, we developed six focus group questions grounded in the
CPED principles, to frame the focus groups:

1. To what extent do you feel that your work in the EdD
program is centered around questions of equity, ethics, and
social justice to bring about solutions to complex Problems
of Practice?

2. To what level do you feel the EdD program is preparing
leaders who can construct and apply knowledge to make a
positive difference in the lives of individuals, families,
organizations, and communities?

3. Are there ways you feel the EdD program allows for you to
develop and demonstrate collaboration and communication
skills to work with diverse communities and to build
partnerships?

4. Do you feel the EdD program provides field-based
opportunities to analyze Problems of Practice and use
multiple frames to develop meaningful solutions?

5. Do you feel the EdD program develops a professional
knowledge base that integrates both practical and research
knowledge, that links theory with inquiry?

6. Have you heard about CPED or the Carnegie Project on the
Education Doctorate and its link to our EdD program?

Following Institutional Review Board approval, we recruited
students and alumni to participate through emails and Canvas
course announcements. The research team conducted two student
focus groups and two alumni focus groups within the same week
during the Fall 2024 term. The focus groups were between 45-60
minutes long, with 21 total participants consisting of 12 current
students and 9 alumni.

Data analysis followed a two-cycle qualitative coding process
(Saldafa, 2016). In the first cycle, each team member independently
coded all focus group transcripts, generating initial codes grounded
in participants' language and meaning. The team then convened to
compare individual codes, discuss interpretations, and develop a
shared codebook for second cycle coding. Trustworthiness was
established through consensual validation — a process of repeated
team discussion, comparison of codes across transcripts, and
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negotiated consensus on emerging categories (Miles et al., 2014).
As patterns emerged through this iterative process, five themes were
collaboratively generated and agreed upon by the full research team.

RESULTS

Focus group opportunities allowed students and alumni to
discuss their experiences and interpretations of program alignment
to CPED principles. More specifically, five themes surfaced within
the data: social justice as embedded yet emergent, theory to
practice, field-based practice, professional identity transformation,
and alumni and student variance. These themes taught us both
about the inner workings of our program and revealed specific areas
in which our enactment of CPED principles is more and less
pronounced.

Theme 1: Social Justice as Embedded Yet
Emergent

Social justice emerged as both a foundational program value
experienced and interpreted differently across time and stakeholder
group. Drawing from both student and alumni focus groups, we
identified four dimensions of how social justice manifests in program
experiences: as a deeply personal catalyst drawing participants to
the program, as retrospectively "embedded" by alumni yet
experienced as "self-driven" by students, as enacted through AR
methodology, and as an area where persistent gaps remain despite
programmatic commitment.

Personal Identity as Catalyst

Personal identity and lived experience served as primary drivers
of social justice orientation and program selection. Participants were
not seeking abstract engagement with equity concepts; rather, they
sought a program that would validate and amplify their lived
experiences of marginalization and inequity. One student articulated
this by saying: "l was tired of being stressed, | was tired of my friends
and family...sick physically...being mistreated within the system. And
so | decided to start exploring our experiences." Their words
revealed how the decision to pursue doctoral education, and this
program specifically, emerged from exhaustion with systemic
injustice, reflecting an active choice to seek a program whose social
justice mission aligned with their lived experiences. This pattern
extended across multiple identity dimensions. An alum described:

Thinking about the complexity of a Problem of Practice and
also the complexity of holding marginalized identities while
trying to make change, and working and collaborating with
other people who hold those same or more marginalized
identities. Like we hit walls that our participants were hitting
because we were holding the same marginalized identities.

Their experience reveals the dual challenge of conducting AR on
problems participants themselves embodied; a methodological and
emotional complexity unique to Scholarly Practitioners researching
their own communities. The program attracted Scholarly
Practitioners whose research was inseparable from their identities
and lived experiences. The program's commitment to social justice
is explicitly communicated through external-facing materials,
including the program website and Graduate School of Education
(GSE) mission, which center equity and Scholarly Practitioner
identity as defining features of the EdD experience — a commitment

recognized by CPED in naming the program its 2022-2023 Program
of the Year.

This identity-driven orientation extended to current students as
well. One provided extensive context about their positionality: “l am
Puerto Rican and Bosnian. So | have the Muslim background with
my father and the Bosnian War and that war trauma...I'm also an
autistic mom. My daughter is autistic. I'm neurodivergent; my
husband's neurodivergent.” The student later noted that
neurodivergence received insufficient attention in diversity
discussions, suggesting that while personal identity may draw
participants to the program, not all identities receive equal
programmatic recognition. This disconnect between the participant’s
lived experiences of diversity and programmatic attention to certain
identities over others emerged as a significant gap, discussed further
below.

Action Research as Transformative Mechanism

Given participants’ deep personal connections to social justice,
the program’s methodological foundation in AR created a natural
vehicle for translating commitment into practice. AR emerged as the
primary pedagogical mechanism through which social justice moved
from abstract commitment to tangible practice. One captured the
idea in this way: “to address a concern in our specific communities, |
think brings out more of that fire, to have that social justice lens. We
want to help. We want to solve problems.” The program’s
methodological emphasis on stakeholder-driven change created
natural alignment with social justice values. Their language, “brings
out more of that fire,” suggests AR ignited rather than created social
justice orientation, amplifying commitments participants already
held.

Alumni provided concrete examples of this transformation in
practice. One described working with nursing students who had
failed courses: “The population that | worked with in my research
were students who had failed courses and really they felt outcasted
by the College of Nursing...we analyzed our practices and gradually
brought them about to a much more just way.” AR provided both the
framework and legitimacy to challenge unjust institutional practices.
The methodology urged inquiry into systems that had previously
seemed unchangeable. One articulated how this methodological
commitment shifted her entire approach: “The focus on action
research and becoming part of the community to transform the
community from within, really has helped me look at problems in a
different way.” AR thus functioned not merely as methodology but as
praxis—uniting critical consciousness with transformative action.
Participants moved from studying injustice to intervening in it, from
analyzing problems to co-constructing solutions with affected
communities.

Retrospective Perspectives: Embedded vs. Self-
Driven

Despite the shared methodological foundation of AR, a striking
divergence emerged in how the two stakeholder groups
characterized social justice integration in the program. Alumni
retrospectively framed social justice as fundamentally embedded in
program design. One stated simply: "There's just the way that social
justice was embedded in everything that we did...looking at those
differences and seeing what can be done about it." This framing
positioned social justice as an omnipresent programmatic feature
that shaped all experiences. For alumni, social justice was not an
elective orientation but rather the program’s defining characteristic.
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In contrast, current students described social justice as
emerging from their own choices and commitments rather than from
deliberate program design. One articulated this clearly:

A lot of the work in the EdD program that is centered on social
justice has been almost self-driven by the individual
students...| did feel like it was the students' choices of the
topics they want to explore that was bringing it centered, and
that that's how it was with my cohort. It really did feel like it
was a student-driven effort to bring that to be the center.

This perception suggests students experienced social justice as
something they contributed to the program rather than something the
program systematically cultivated. Where alumni saw intentional
design, students saw individual agency. This divide likely reflects
developmental positioning. Students immersed in coursework
logistics perceived their own agency in centering social justice;
alumni with professional distance retrospectively recognized how
program structures shaped their orientation. This pattern mirrors
findings in Theme 5, where alumni and student perspectives diverge
based on their position at that time. Also, the program serves a
diverse student body with varying levels of prior exposure to social
justice frameworks. Faculty teaching philosophy and pedagogical
approaches may also play a role in student perceptions; a "meet
students where they are" approach, while intentionally responsive,
may contribute to students' perception of self-directed equity
engagement rather than programmatic imposition. This comment
bridges these perspectives: "I think entering the program at a very
limited scope...it's kind of really broadened my understanding of what
these terms actually mean and how they can be applied," suggesting
evolution from initial to retrospective understanding. His language,
entering with “limited scope” and experiencing “broadening”,
indicates that the program did shape his social justice orientation,
though he may not have perceived his influence as deliberately
programmatic at the time.

Persistent Gaps

Despite programmatic commitment to social justice, participants
identified gaps in curriculum, support structures, and inclusive
definitions of diversity. These gaps reveal critical distinctions
between stated value and enacted practices —a critical finding for
program improvement. The program's learning outcomes explicitly
commit to equity, ethics, and social justice as foundations for
knowledge generation (PLO2) and critical reflection on Scholarly
Practitioner identity (PLO4). Participants' experiences of insufficient
structural support and narrow definitions of diversity signal areas
where programmatic design has not yet fully realized these
commitments in practice.

The most frequently cited gap involved insufficient support for
students of color navigating persistent institutional barriers. One
noted: "What really helped me persist through the program...was the
Black women faculty who supported me and helped me navigate
some of the institutional barriers that still exist." Their comment
reveals that student success often depends on informal mentorship
rather than systematic institutional support. The reliance on
individual faculty members, while valuable, points to the absence of
structural support that should not require luck or personal connection
to access.

Another student elaborated on this gap: "We, as we were
matriculating through this program, noticed that we were missing
information that other people had. We were missing the type of
mentorship...which forced us to create our own group where we

would share information across lines." Students of color created peer
networks to compensate for structural deficiencies, which is a form of
resilience that should not be necessary. The fact that students
mobilized such impressive agency in response to institutional gaps
speaks to their resourcefulness; that such mobilization was
necessary speaks to programmatic gaps. These experiences
underscore the complex challenges students face when engaged in
AR while simultaneously navigating their own, and their participants’,
experiences of marginalization and oppression.

Beyond insufficient support for students of color, participants
identified narrow conceptualizations of diversity that excluded
important identity dimensions. Another student raised concerns
about limited definitions of diversity that excluded neurodivergence:

| don't feel that a lot of the time things are representative of us
as a family of us being neurodivergent...I've had people come
up to me and say, like, well, autism can be cured...the diversity
needs to include neuro-divergence. And there needs to be
conversation around that.

Their observation highlights how social justice discourse, while
present, maintained narrow boundaries around which identities and
experiences received programmatic attention. The microaggressions
she described, being told autism “can be cured” or that she
“misdiagnosed” herself, reveal how limited diversity frameworks can
perpetuate harm even within programs explicitly committed to
equity.

This is another example of the differences between stated
values and enacted practices. While the program successfully
attracts Scholarly Practitioners deeply committed to social justice
and provides AR as a vehicle for equity work, structural support for
marginalized students and expansive understandings of diversity
require deliberate attention and systematic implementation.

Theme 2: Theory to Practice

The second theme that emerged confirmed our intentional work
to provide an EdD supportive of Scholarly Practitioners. Students
and alumni articulated a strong connection between skills, concepts
or theories, and direct application to the field. Because there is a
distinct link between AR and its components and direct real-world
application, the nature of AR supports real-world application that is
structural rather than incidental (Stringer & Aragon, 2021). This
structure includes intentional curriculum and the sole offering of AR
in our program.

Intentional Curricular Design

One student remarked, “it allowed you to take something that
can be abstract and really see it, see the implications in an everyday
workplace or an everyday problem." Another reflected on the
program’s ability to pull “examples from their workplace and how this
could be applied there.” The transfer of new knowledge was
apparent. Both students and alumni were able to clearly note this
practice-based orientation of the curriculum. One summarized this
as:

the fact that it's an action research program wanting to solve a
problem, to address a concern in our specific communities...
We're not just researching to research and add to understand,
yeah, like, this is a problem and we could do something about
it. We're trying to do something about it.
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Strong Articulation of Methodology to Practice

Students and alumni reflected on having internalized the AR
method. One remarked, "I've found myself changing how | research
at work and work on projects afterwards, because of how we've
approached the work and the work in the class and out of the class."
It became real and practical for our students. One stated, "l find
myself turning everything into an action research project now... it's
helped me evolve professionally... it's made me even more curious
and excited about taking on stuff." An appreciation for this theory to
practice impact is evident. An alum shared, “... it was truly the actual
practice of things.”

Limited Articulation of Theory to Practice

Although this data supports a strong connection, it also
highlights limited reflection on actual theory. This raises a potential
area for consideration on the naming of theory to practice. One might
argue that our EdD program has a level of theory to practice, but
truly excels in a methodology — specifically, AR methodology — to
practice. Theory underlies this methodological choice and its
implications, but student and alumni abilities to articulate these
connections to the field could be strengthened. Social justice theory,
though, did emerge from one student and one alum. The student
shares, “Leanne Bell's definition of social justice as a process, not a
goal, or something along those lines... that's encouragement has
helped me to really try out new ideas.” Alumni name this when
stating, "The theoretical piece was really important, but | appreciate
the way in which that was able to be woven into the work that | did,"
and "it's just expanded my understanding of what social justice is
and ethics and equity. ... now | can turn some of the work that I've
done and can even apply this to my own job...”

Theme 3: Field Based Practice

In our analysis of the student and alumni focus group
transcripts, a third theme emerged indicating that learning was most
impactful when it was embedded directly within students’
professional contexts and oriented toward authentic Problems of
Practice. Participants consistently emphasized that the EdD program
prepares leaders who construct and apply knowledge through action,
centering community voice, and stakeholder engagement. We
learned that the core coursework of the program situates field-based
practices with the course content; however, a stronger alignment
between field-based learning and concentration courses is
warranted. Two subthemes were identified in relation to field-based
practices.

Centrality of Stakeholder and Community Voice in
Learning and Professional Practice

Each focus group interview inquired about ways the EdD
program allows for collaboration and field-based opportunities. The
responses revealed the importance of stakeholder and community
voice in shaping both learning and professional practice for our EdD
students. Learning experiences pushed participants to move beyond
consultative approaches toward co-constructive engagement,
positioning stakeholders as partners rather than recipients of
solutions. Participants suggest that meaningful progress depended
on authentic engagement, noting that “the work doesn’t move unless
stakeholders are genuinely part of it; not just informed, but shaping
the solution.” This shift from consultation to co-construction was
reflected in comments such as, “Include their voice in your research,

and include the community as part of the solution,” and “Becoming
part of the community to transform the community from within.” Many
students and alumni described developing stronger listening skills
and communication strategies that allowed them to incorporate
stakeholder feedback into their organizational change efforts.

Engagement across sectors further deepened participants’
understanding of collaborative problem solving; as one student
explained, “Working with people from different sectors pushed my
thinking and helped me see how much stronger solutions are when
you build them together.” Several participants described becoming
more reflective and intentional leaders, with one noting, “I'm much
more intentional now about listening and communicating with
stakeholders instead of assuming | already know the answer.”
Collaboration consequently functioned not only as a pedagogical
strategy but also as a leadership outcome. Differences in
professional and personal backgrounds enriched learning, as
illustrated by the observation that “Our perceptions... were
completely different because of our backgrounds,” and that “The best
discussions... were when students shared examples from their
workplace.” Collectively, these assertions position stakeholder
engagement and collaborative practice as central mechanisms
through which doctoral learning translates into community-
responsive leadership.

Embedded, Practice-Centered Learning Impact

The focus group data also provided feedback on the
implementation of field-based learning being prevalent but noted
some inconsistencies. Among the participant responses, we
recognized that field-based inquiry enabled them to immediately
apply theory to practice, reinforcing relevance and deepening
understanding. The students and alumni reported that learning was
most impactful when it was embedded within their professional
contexts and oriented toward solving real-world problems,
particularly within the program’s core coursework. Participants
consistently described the program'’s foundation courses as
structured to integrate theory and practice in ways that felt authentic
and transformative. As one student explained, “The most meaningful
learning happened when | was working on a real problem in my own
setting, not a hypothetical one.” Others noted that assignments felt
student-driven and relevant to their leadership contexts: “Being able
to choose a problem that mattered to my work made the
assignments challenging in a good way, it forced me to grow” and “It
forced me out of a textbook... into actually making the
change.” Applying theory within their own organizations deepened
their conceptual understanding. One participant made this clear by
sharing, “I finally understood the theory when | had to apply it in my
organization, it stopped being abstract and started making sense.”
Participants further described sustained impact, offering that they
now actively apply what they learned in their roles and have
incorporated program insights to support lasting organizational
change. Collectively, these reflections position embedded field-
based practice in the core curriculum as a critical driver of
professional growth, coherence, and leadership development.

In contrast, participants reported inconsistencies in the
integration of field-based practices within the program’s
concentration courses, suggesting uneven implementation across
pathways. While foundation courses were described as intentionally
sequenced and interconnected, several students experienced a
disconnect between core and concentration coursework. One
participant observed, “Foundation courses... definitely do that, but...

Impacting Education: Journal on Transforming Professional Practice

impactinged.pitt.edu Vol. 11 No. 4 (2026)

DOI 10.5195/ie.2026.637



Parenti et al.

concentration courses...” trailing off to imply a noticeable gap.
Others were more explicit: “There was a disconnect between the
core classes and the concentration in electives,” and “The
assignments, especially in the concentration courses... don’'t seem
very integrated.” Some participants described redundancy across
electives, taking multiple courses that covered substantially similar
material, while others felt that concentration classes operated in
isolation, noting, “It really felt like | had these classes... and
everything else felt extra.” Additionally, inequities in access to
meaningful field-based opportunities surfaced, with one participant
reflecting, “Not everyone had the same field-based opportunities,
and that’s something the program could strengthen moving
forward.” Through this self-study, we recognize that although
embedded practice is a defining strength of the core curriculum,
greater alignment, coherence, and equitable access within
concentration courses are needed to ensure a consistently applied,
practice-centered experience across the program.

Theme 4: Professional Identity Transformation

Professional identity transformation emerged as a significant
theme that manifested across three dimensions: developing as
leaders, cultivating collaboration and communication skills, and
fundamentally shifting how participants approached Problems of
Practice. Context matters here: our students' mean age is 40, and
when they enter our program, they typically have years of experience
and networks in their fields. Additionally, trends show that students
may pursue a doctorate for many reasons—whether as a personal
goal or for career advancement. Given this established professional
experience, participants' reports of significant shifts in their
professional identity provided compelling evidence of the program's
transformative capacity. However, as we describe below, the
process of transformation was not immediate. While students
described transformation as ongoing and sometimes uncertain,
alumni reflected on complete shifts in their professional identities and
capabilities.

Developing as a Leader

The program's emphasis on Scholarly Practitioner identity and
collaborative leadership development fostered renewed confidence
among participants in their professional roles. An alum captured this
transformation when she described her frustration with multiple
attempts to address a Problem of Practice before beginning the
doctorate: "I could not make progress on this Problem of
Practice...Being a Scholarly Practitioner gave me legitimacy...it
validates...people took me more seriously." This illustrated how
doctoral work provided not just knowledge, but the credibility to enact
change within existing institutional structures. This expansion of
professional credibility and leadership capacity suggests that the
program cultivated adaptive leadership capabilities rather than
narrow expertise and enabled students to translate their new
knowledge to other settings and challenges.

Yet this leadership trajectory was not universal. In contrast to
alumni, some current students expressed uncertainty about their
emerging leadership identities. One articulated this tension: "The
word leader is...inspiring, but it doesn't always inspire the same
meaning when it comes to teachers...There's kind of an imposter
syndrome or an anxiety regarding what life is going to look like after
the EdD." This gap between student uncertainty and alumni

confidence suggests leadership identity may crystallize through
application and time rather than through coursework alone.

Other students, particularly those further along in the program,
articulated more nuanced understandings of leadership. One, who
had been in the program longer, stated:

You will make change; you don't have to be slowed down by
not being that top tier type of leader; there are different ways
of having power and embodying power to change things - one
is positionality...and then another is a collaborative grassroots
type of building, a movement.

This reflection demonstrates the program philosophy that centers
leadership focused on collaboration, participation, and change rather
than positional hierarchy. While students likely entered the program
with more traditional conceptions of leadership, programmatic
learning and experiences shifted and expanded these
understandings, contributing to their experience of professional
identity transformation.

Cultivating Communication Skills

Participants described significant growth in collaboration and
communication skills, critical competencies for their roles as
educational leaders. Stakeholder engagement emerged as a pivotal
mechanism for this development. Students and alumni consistently
identified specific program requirements, particularly stakeholder
presentations, as transformative moments that pushed them beyond
their comfort zones. Students described how program requirements
created scaffolded entry points for difficult conversations. One
student explained: "I don't think | could have done that...but the EdD
program sort of insisted...it's an assignment. And would you help
me...I can do that now much better than | could before." The
program's structure gave students permission to reach across
hierarchies, helping participants develop comfort communicating with
senior leaders, moving from "grassroots" organizing to directly
engaging provosts and deans.

This scaffolded development had lasting effects. Alumni
emphasized that stakeholder engagement extended well beyond the
course requirement. One alum reflected: "The stakeholder
engagement course really forced me to work with my colleagues in a
different way...| invited some stakeholders to my defense and
continued to work with them after my dissertation." This sustained
engagement demonstrates how coursework requirements catalyzed
professional relationships that extended into post-graduation
practice. Often, this transformation occurred beneath the participant's
conscious awareness. One participant reflected on this unconscious
development of communication competencies:

| realized afterwards, | was like, oh, the program completely
changed how | did this...I can see how the community is
engaged and the working group is engaged in a whole
different level...it really has improved collaboration without me
even realizing what was doing it.

Their retrospective recognition captures how professional growth
may precede conscious understanding of that growth.

Seeing Things Differently

Perhaps the most striking transformation involved fundamental
shifts in how participants approached problems, interpreted their
professional contexts, and conceptualized their work as leaders. This
cognitive transformation transcended skill development to represent
a new professional worldview. One visible manifestation of this shift
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involved the integration of scholarly literature into professional
practice. Colleagues noticed when participants began drawing on
current scholarship in their professional work. One recalled that
colleagues told them: "[Y]ou're bringing so much into this, that those
of us who finished our doctorate years ago...we're not in the literature
like you are." This observation suggests that engagement with
current scholarship became visible in how participants approached
professional challenges. Other participants described experiencing
this same integration. Yet participants moved beyond merely
integrating existing scholarship; this integration catalyzed the
generation of entirely new theoretical frameworks rather than simply
applying existing ones. Another described this process:

Being able to...construct and apply that knowledge...being able
to take...Strayhorn's theory of belonging...Yosso’s model,
and...creating this new framework to look at belonging in a
whole new way...Belonging had typically been view[ed]
through the lens of the curriculum or the class, but...applying it
now to the co-curricular.

This generative capacity, moving from knowledge consumer to
knowledge creator, represents sophisticated scholarly
transformation. In addition, participants described shifts that
extended even beyond theoretical synthesis to encompass
fundamental changes in cognition itself. One described the depth of
this change: "I've truly just changed the way | think and approach
situations...and I'm really grateful for that...because | was really
challenged to look at the way that | thought about things and
approach things in a new way." Such fundamental cognitive shifts did
not occur overnight; rather, they developed incrementally through
sustained engagement with the program.

One alum demonstrated metacognitive awareness when she
remarked: "If you guys, | don't know if anybody went back and read
any of their early writing, but | did before | defended to really get an
appreciation of how far my thought process had come." This
metacognitive reflection—recognizing one's own intellectual
growth—represents a sophisticated form of professional
development critical for educational leaders. Their internal
recognition aligned with what others observed externally. Colleagues
told them: "You can tell that you're doing your doctorate right now
because you're bringing so much into this."

While alumni could articulate completed transformations,
current students expressed surprise at its emerging depth. One
student noted: “I didn't expect it to change the way that | think as
much as it did...” This reveals how AR became not merely a
methodology but a new lens for perceiving and addressing
professional challenges. This transformation in "seeing" represented
the program's deepest impact: cultivating Scholarly Practitioners who
carry research mindsets into their ongoing work, continuously
questioning, investigating, and improving their professional contexts.

Theme 5: Alumni Student Variance in Program
Perception

A notable pattern emerged when comparing data across
stakeholder groups: current students and alumni described
fundamentally different programs. Current students emphasized
structural concerns, perceived social justice as self-driven, and
articulated learning in operational terms. Alumni described a
coherently designed, equity-centered program that had transformed
their professional practice. Initial analysis might interpret this
variance as evidence of program inconsistency. However, theoretical

frameworks from organizational psychology and research
methodology offer a more sophisticated interpretation. Campbell and
Stanley's (1963) concept of maturation—processes within individuals
that vary systematically with the passage of time—and Weick's
(1995) theory of retrospective sensemaking—the construction of
meaning through looking back on experience—suggest that these
differences reflect developmental position rather than perceptual
accuracy. Students and alumni are not describing different programs;
they are describing the same program from different points in the
meaning-making process. This theme examines three subthemes
that illuminate how program impact is perceived, constructed, and
articulated across the doctoral journey and beyond.

Program Impact Becomes Visible Through
Professional Application

Current students consistently described their experiences in
operational terms, focusing on course sequencing, assignment
expectations, and content alignment. Alumni articulated program
impact through the lens of sustained professional application. One
alum described how program learning remains active in her current
teaching, "l run through my head all the time as I'm trying to teach
the action project process." Another explained the ongoing relevance
of his doctoral preparation, "I'm taking what | learned at Northeastern
University, and now I'm applying it to new Problems of
Practice." This pattern aligns with Weick's (1995) foundational insight
that sensemaking is inherently retrospective. Weick (1995) argued
that individuals construct meaning by looking back on their actions
and experiences, noting that one cannot know what one thinks until
one sees what one says and does. Students immersed in
coursework lack the distance away from the program required for
such retrospective construction; alumni, having applied their learning
in professional contexts, possess the vantage point from which
program impact becomes visible. The implication for program
assessment is substantial: outcome evaluation conducted at
graduation may systematically underestimate long-term program
impact because students have not yet had the opportunity to
construct meaning through sustained professional application.

Structural Critiques Transform into Narratives of
Agency

Current students identified specific gaps in program design,
particularly disconnection between core research courses and
concentration or elective offerings. One student observed, "There
seems to be a disconnect between the core... and the concentration
and electives... it really felt like | had these classes that were sending
me down the track... and everything else felt extra." Another noted
that "communicating those things a little earlier in those classes
would create a little bit more of a consistent experience." These
critiques represent real-time feedback about barriers students are
actively navigating. Alumni who experienced similar structural
ambiguities reframed these gaps as catalysts for peer support and
self-directed problem-solving. One alum explained persistence to
relationships forged in response to such challenges, "l would not
have finished this program, had it not been for accountability
partners... this network of peers that now as we go forward, we're
having finished the degree and we're actually in the field." Gigliotti
(2025) observed that retrospective sensemaking is "driven by
plausibility rather than accuracy meaning that individuals construct
coherent narratives that rationalize their experiences rather than
accurately recounting them. Through this lens, structural challenges
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are recounted as collaboration and persistence rather than program
deficiencies.

Social Justice Orientation Shifts from Discovered to
Embedded

Current students described equity and social justice as values
they brought to the program or discovered through their own topic
selection. One student described initial uncertainty about the
program's equity orientation, "When | started the program, | wasn't
sure how to really wrap my head around this social justice
component." Alumni described identical program elements as
fundamentally and intentionally equity centered. One alum
"appreciated the explicit naming of equity in its mission." Another
alum had specifically sought the program because it had equity "at
its core, really talking about being a change agent." This divergence
does not indicate that either group perceived the program
inaccurately. Rather, it demonstrates retrospective sensemaking in
action. Alumni who have integrated equity frameworks into their
professional identities reconstruct program experiences as
consistently equity-focused because that framing is now plausible
and aligned with who they have become professionally. Students,
still engaged in the process of professional identity formation,
perceive equity work as emergent and self-initiated because they
have not yet reached the vantage point from which programmatic
intentionality becomes visible.

FINDINGS

The CPED Principles Implementation & Framework© Impact
Self-Study Project, and more specifically the focus group data,
offered the opportunity for viewing our EdD program in new ways.
This self-study data led us directly to findings that provide insight into
current practice and how to improve with each iteration.

Finding 1: A strong methodology to practice
connection exists, yet articulation of theory
grounding this practice is less evident.

The CPED Principles Implementation & Framework® Impact
Self-Study Project opened the door for participant voice to reveal a
strong tendency toward implementation of the process or
methodology of AR in one’s context. This served as evidence of an
experiential learning based university and program and what Kolb
(1984) refers to as active experimentation. Kolb (1984) asserts there
is power in the interaction between the learner and environment. Our
AR based model directly situates our learners in this specific context
—enacting AR in their unique environment. Although this active
experimentation is a key component of theory to practice
implementation, in this instance, students and alumni remarked more
on the what of what occurred in practice, rather than the theoretical
whys of why it occurred. This presents a learning opportunity for the
program as a space for continued growth — opportunities for overt
articulation of the research based theory that supports AR
implementation. CPED Principle 4 serves as a reminder of the
values of both professional expertise, as well as theoretical
expertise.

Finding 2: Fundamental shifts in professional identity
included shifts in ways of thinking, leading, and engaging with
problems of practice.

Participants across both stakeholder groups described
fundamental shifts in professional identity that extended beyond skill
acquisition to encompass new ways of thinking, leading, and
engaging with Problems of Practice. This transformation was linked
to the program's social justice orientation and AR methodology,
creating what Solérzano and Yosso (2001) identified as
transformational resistance—using critical consciousness and
agency to challenge structures of inequity rather than merely
accommodating them. Participants moved from practitioners to
Scholarly Practitioners to change agents, a trajectory visible in
alumni's sustained application of transformed identities in their
ongoing professional work. Recent scholarship on EdD programs
confirms that AR dissertations cultivate this kind of lasting
transformation. As Cronin (2025) documented, completing an AR
dissertation can replace "paralyzing worry with confidence to act" (p.
39) and provide Scholarly Practitioners with frameworks to
"investigate the issues, explore interventions, enact realistic
solutions, assess outcomes, and make improvements” (p. 39). The
integration of scholarship into practice, the development of
collaborative leadership and communication skills, and the evidence
of fundamental cognitive shifts, what participants described as
"seeing things differently," all suggest deep identity-level change
rather than superficial professional development. Alumni
demonstrated that this Scholarly Practitioner identity endured well
beyond degree completion, continuing to shape how they
approached new problems, engaged stakeholders, and
conceptualized their roles as educational leaders. These findings
suggest that the program's most significant outcome was that the
integration of AR and social justice cultivated lasting professional
identity transformation. Alignment to CPED Principles 1 and 4
powered this result, as found during our self-study process. Equity,
ethics and social justice are highly visible and this shift in student
thinking underscores the ability to view issue and change from
multiple viewpoints.

Finding 3: A period of latency exists between
enrollment and full comprehension and expression
of the magnitude of learning.

As part of the CPED Principles Implementation & Framework©®©
Impact Self-Study Project, our analysis of student and alumni focus
group data revealed a time-bound dimension to program perception
that warrants careful interpretive attention. Current students,
immersed in the operational demands of coursework, dissertation
development, and professional responsibilities, demonstrated limited
capacity to perceive the cumulative transformative impact of their
doctoral experience. Alumni, by contrast, articulated program
outcomes with clarity and confidence, describing sustained
professional application of research methodology (PLO1), equity-
framed knowledge generation (PLO2), and critical reflection on their
Scholarly Practitioner identities (PLO4). This depth of articulation
reflected identity-level shifts that students in the program could not
yet access. This pattern reflects what Weick (1995) theorized as
retrospective sensemaking—the process by which individuals
construct coherent meaning from experience only after sufficient time
away from the program and psychological distance have been
achieved. Campbell and Stanley (1963) similarly identified
maturation as a process that unfolds systematically over time,
independent of any single programmatic intervention, suggesting that
developmental readiness shapes what learners can recognize and
articulate at any given point. The latency between enrollment and full
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meaning-making is therefore not a programmatic deficiencyj; it is a
predictable feature of deep professional learning that takes time to
fully recognize and articulate. Professional doctorate programs
committed to authentic assessment of Scholarly Practitioner
development must account for this developmental lag, attending to
both the real-time experience of current students and the
retrospective wisdom of those who have moved from enroliment into
sustained professional practice — as suggested in CPED Principle 6.

Finding 4: Concentration and elective coursework
reveal a structural coherence gap, reflecting
uneven programmatic integration and alignment

Our CPED Principles Implementation & Framework® Impact
Self-Study Project data indicated a structural gap in the field-based
learning opportunities provided in the core courses, compared to the
opportunities offered in the concentrations and elective courses. The
self-study experience led to a more nuanced understanding of
practice-embedded learning provided in the doctoral program
(Bradbury & Campbell, 2024). We recognized that the participants
consistently reported practice-centered learning as central to their
growth and to meaningful organizational impact; however, the data
also revealed inconsistencies in the integration of field-based
learning within concentration courses. Specifically, the participants
described a lack of alignment between core and concentration
coursework, redundancy across electives, and inequitable access to
high-quality field-based opportunities. Although the students and
alumni responses demonstrated an appreciation for the core and
research courses being intentionally sequenced and developmental,
by sharing “Every step of the way has built on itself,” they also
frequently expressed “Fieldwork is robust in core courses but
inconsistently implemented in concentrations,” revealing structural
inconsistency across curricular strands. We acknowledge the need
to strengthen the alignment of field-based learning practices across
all concentrations. Doing so will support equity and coherence
throughout the program, allowing for equitable access to applied
learning experiences. One of the important lessons learned from this
self-study is that while embedded practice represents a defining
strength of the program’s core, a focus on intentional alignment and
coherence across concentrations is necessary to ensure a
consistently integrated, practice-driven doctoral experience.
Engaging in this process helps ensure that the program remains
agile and responsive to the evolving student needs and the
educational sector (Karalis Noel & Gorlewski, 2025). The CPED
Principles Implementation & Framework® Impact Self-Study Project
required us to analyze our ability to accommodate Principle 4 and
field based opportunities. In this way, we note this space for
improvement moving forward.

REFLECTION

In their seminal work, Black and Wiliam (1998) asked, “How can
anyone be sure that a particular set of new inputs will produce better
outputs if we don'’t at least study what happens inside? (p. 139).” The
self-study process allowed us to study the inside. The spaces for
learner talk to happen assisted in a deeper understanding of
programmatic alignment and areas for programmatic improvement.
As the student and alumni “talked,” we actively listened. Each
utterance became an opportunity to monitor progress and learn and

grow as a program. These remarks enabled us to formatively assess
student and alumni interpretation of the CPED principles and our
program learning outcomes. Students and alumni spoke, and
throughout our data analysis process, we asked: Is their
interpretation similar to the intentions of the program? If not, where
and how can we amend our program curriculum and the
communication of our mission to better instill this vision. It is this
effort to garner data through voice, that will reinforce and continue to
guide our success as an EdD program, specifically designed for
Scholarly Practitioners. The CPED Principles Implementation &
Framework®© Impact Self-Study Project process inspired this work to
more concretely and deeply assess our program. Indeed, CPED’s
call to review our program’s preparation of Scholarly Practitioners
motivated evaluation of effectiveness and continual improvement.
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