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FOREWORD

The editors and authors in this book have taken a step in the right direction seeking 
first to understand what practice-based research looks like across professional 
fields, and second to learn what types of methodologies are present in these prepa-
ration programmes. In 2007, the US Council of Graduate Schools’ Task Force on 
the Professional Doctorate released a report that sought to distinguish professional 
doctorates from PhDs. Two important messages came across in this report:

Graduate colleges should not use one-size-fits-all standards that simply asks 
why a professional doctorate is not just like a PhD.

Professional degrees should represent preparation for the potential transfor-
mation of that field of professional practice just as the PhD represents prepa-
ration for the potential transformation of the basic knowledge of a discipline. 
(CGS, 2005)

As professional doctorates have flourished around the globe (Perry, 2017), the dis-
tinction between them and their sister doctorates (PhDs) has frequently been 
confused. In particular, this perplexity has focused on the role that research and 
methodology have in professional preparation. In many programmes the weaken-
ing of both has happened where, in fact, they should be strengthened and viewed 
as tools for improving practice. The more we can understand and distinguish pro-
fessional doctorates the more we can follow the advice of what the US Council of 
Graduate Schools describes as preparing professional practitioners to transform 
their field of practice. We can also learn to distinguish these degrees from tradi-
tional doctorates and from each other.

A lesson learned early in the Carnegie Project on the Education Doctorate 
(CPED) was ‘context matters’ (Perry et al., 2015), meaning no one education doc-
torate would work across multiple institutions serving a varied body of educational 
practitioners. In this same vein, we cannot think of professional doctorates, nor the 
research preparation, as one size fits all. Each profession has its own needs and 
expertise. Through his work investigating multiple professional practice doctorates 
(law, medicine, clergy, nursing, engineering), Lee Shulman, President Emeritus of the 
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, discovered that each pro-
fession had an individualised means by which professionals are taught ‘to think, to 
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perform, and to act with integrity’ (Shulman, 2005: 52) thereby learning the habits 
of mind, hand and heart in their chosen professional field of practice. He called this 
type of specialised teaching a signature pedagogy and outlined three dimensions 
that describe how it is done:

1. Teaching is deliberate, pervasive and persistent.
2. Teaching and learning are grounded in theory, research, and problems of  

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

and ethical imperative for equity and social justice (Shulman, 2005).

The second dimension notes the importance that the theory-research-practice mar-
riage plays in professional preparation. It also supports this book’s editors’ revival 
of Frayling’s (1993) ideas that research should be performed on practice (research 
into practice) and practice should be the focus of practitioner research (research 
through practice).

As preparers of professionals in these practice doctorates, our role is to teach meth-
odology as a signature pedagogy. We must provide our students with the skills and 
tools to deeply understand and address the problems they face in practice daily – 
whether they be of medical, schooling, engineering, nursing, etc. origin. In CPED, 
we call this preparation inquiry as practice – professionals are prepared to use data 
to design and understand the effects of innovation through the ability to gather, 
organise, judge, aggregate, and analyse situations, literature, and data with a critical 
lens (CPED, 2010). Such preparation demands that we, as educators, rethink our 
own practice and consider the dimensions of a signature pedagogy as we design 
courses. It implies moving beyond the ways in which we have been taught to con-
sider the new ways that professionals will be expected to think, perform and act on 
problems they encounter.

At the Center for Public Research and Leadership at Columbia University in 
New York, an effort is underway to re-envision professional education across all 
fields. Leaders and participants in this effort have come to realise that ‘learning to 
learn will far outstrip the importance of applying the specialized knowledge with 
which professionals are initially programmed’ (Austin et al., 2017: 1). This work 
suggests that key skills for professionals have become the ability to think critically 
and creatively, to be flexible and adaptable, and to work effectively in teams (Austin 
et al., 2017). These skills are equally necessary in the teaching of methodologies as, 
inquiry as practice. Unlike traditional research performed by academics, research 
performed in practice is not siloed, nor is it as neat. Professional practitioners work 
in teams of colleagues, other professionals, and lay people. They work with people 
who are experiencing real life situations that require immediate or near-immediate 
solutions that are grounded in evidence that they will work. As preparers of these 
practitioners, our role is not only to teach research methods and skills, but also to 
help these practitioners learn to apply them in teams using critical thinking, creativ-
ity, flexibility and adaptability.
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In short, methodological preparation for professionals needs to look and be dif-
ferent from what has traditionally been taught. The end goal is not to prepare 
academics who generate knowledge for improved understanding. The goal is to 
prepare those who apply learning to improve their own practice and those affected 
by it. In CPED, we call these professionals Scholarly Practitioners, someone who:

blends practical wisdom with professional skills and knowledge to name, 
frame, and solve problems of practice; uses practical research and applied 
theories as tools for change because they understand the importance of equity 
and social justice; disseminates their work in multiple ways; and resolves prob-
lems of practice by collaborating with key stakeholders, including the univer-
sity, the educational institution, the community, and individuals. (CPED, 2010)

This definition frames the idea that methodology in professional preparation is 
equally as important as content knowledge and should be taught as a tool, in 
practice-based settings, with others. In this volume, we see a strong effort by the 
authors to raise the importance of methodological preparation by demonstrating 
the philosophical underpinnings of methodological preparation, the types of meth-
odologies taught, how they are applied in practice, and the ways in which 
professional programmes assess the abilities of their candidates before graduating. 
The editors and authors are to be commended for this comprehensive look that can 
guide others who grapple with best practices for teaching professionals.

Jill Alexa Perry, PhD
Executive Director, Carnegie Project on the Education Doctorate (CPED)
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INTRODUCTION

This book addresses both the underlying principles of practice-based research and 
methodological approaches appropriate for practice-based research. It is aimed at 
the professional doctorate candidate, whether a generic professional doctorate, an 
EdD, a DBA or one of the many professional doctorates on offer. It covers the gen-
eral principles of practice-based research and is not tied to a particular discipline or 
professional group.

The professional doctorate is not a recent phenomenon, but one which has a 
long history. The Doctor of Education (EdD) was offered by Harvard University in 
1922 and, in the United Kingdom, the University of Bristol offered the first EdD in 
1992. Since then, first in Australia and then followed by the United Kingdom, there 
have been a proliferation of doctoral programmes and there are now over 40 
named doctoral awards. Despite the establishment of the EdD, MD (Doctor of 
Medicine) and DBA (Doctor of Business Administration) in the United States, it was 
not until 2000 that the professional doctorate intensified and since then there has 
been a proliferation of professional doctorate programmes, focused on particular 
professional groups (Zusman, 2017). Some of the programmes from Australia, 
United Kingdom, United States, Canada and many other countries are aimed at 
those preparing to enter a profession, such as the Doctor of Clinical Psychology, 
while others are focused on established professionals, for example the Doctor of 
Nursing Science (DNS) designed to prepare clinicians for advanced roles. Maxwell 
(2003) identified a third group, namely that of the generic or work-based profes-
sional doctorate, for example the Doctor of Professional Studies (DProf), which is 
not tied into one profession but has a generic focus on work-based practice  
development.

Common to all professional doctorates is the relation to practice, and most pro-
fessional doctorates require a final dissertation or thesis which details the focus and 
original development of an aspect of practice. Research on the impact from gradu-
ates of professional practice doctorates is beginning to reveal an alignment with the 
needs of communities, organisations and professions and how the graduates’ 
research can generate a wide variety of outcomes that have an impact (Wellington, 
2013; Costley and Stephenson, 2009). Their ability to transform research into 
action can meet the needs of employers and society, demonstrate improvements in 
practice and help society adapt well to the ever-increasing pace of change in the 
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twenty-first century (see e.g. the journal Impacting Education: Journal of 
Transforming Professional Practice, from 2016).

The relationship of the research project to practice can vary. Frayling (1993) 
identifies three ways in which research can relate to practice: research about prac-
tice, research into practice and research through practice. Frayling was discussing 
design practice, but this conceptualisation has a generic application. Research about 
practice would mean the researcher examining an issue which may have implica-
tions for practice and this may involve carrying out research while not being 
directly involved with the practice area. It has implications for practice and its find-
ings can then be applied to practice. Research into practice involves carrying out 
research directly on practice actually in the practice area. Research through practice 
is, as it implies, using practice as the very focus of the research.

It is apposite that Frayling was in the field of arts, as professional doctorates 
range over many professional areas, but it is those who are historically steeped in 
practice, such as nursing and other healthcare roles, teaching and arts, that have led 
the way in many respects in demonstrating the value of research which has a strong 
impetus on practice.

This book explores research approaches in the context of practice-based research 
and as such it covers a very broad area. The focus is on research into practice and 
research through practice. A key argument is that there is commonality about prac-
tice and the development of that practice that transcends disciplinarity. When 
considering practice, there is great value in approaching research into practice and 
practice development in a structured and focused manner. This book aims to 
explore both the underlying principles and the methodological approaches which 
are relevant to research across the curriculum (often addressing complex, ‘real-
world’ problems) that will ensure a careful, systematic approach.

Practice is both broad and to a degree nebulous, and it is often used in a ‘cover-
all’ way: for example, concepts of practice can differ greatly between work 
environments. However, comparatively recently there has been an increasing aware-
ness of the ways knowledge can be generated from practice. The increasing 
popularity of professional doctorates has been an important factor in this develop-
ment whereby experienced practitioners can develop their professional work to 
doctoral level.

Practice research can take many forms and much depends on the focus and 
nature of the practice and practice area which are being explored. This book aims 
to explore the relevant methodological approaches which will facilitate this, not by 
presenting an exhaustive list, but rather by a consideration of relevant and com-
monly chosen approaches. What we aim to do in this book is to explore a range of 
options and we have purposefully drawn on examples from different disciplines 
and practice areas. It is also worth mentioning that often practitioners choose meth-
odological approaches which are not valued in their particular area of practice. For 
example, an engineer wishing to implement a new technique might look to 
approaches involving human interaction and the management of change involving 
methods that are sometimes undervalued within a scientific discipline.
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In practice-research, the ‘self’ is important because researchers who are also 
practitioners are not outside observers but are centrally involved in the research 
and the research process, possibly carrying out research on themselves. This 
requires a different skill set from more conventional research approaches (Drake 
and Heath, 2011).

Practice researchers and practitioner–researchers are often, but by no means 
exclusively, mid-career professionals, coming to the research with a wealth of expe-
rience and a variety of projects already completed. The challenge can be to develop 
this previous work using reliable methodical approaches that result in useful and 
rigorously achieved outcomes. This provides challenges for all involved and it is 
important that researchers position themselves within the research process, which 
requires a reflective and reflexive ability at a sophisticated level.

Ethical issues are also important and do require much thought as the research 
often constitutes what is referred to as insider knowledge and part of this is the 
importance of the positionality of the researcher. Additionally, many ethical com-
mittees can classify practitioner research as service improvement where formal 
approval is not required. However, this is not to say that there are no ethical issues 
involved as full consent of all involved needs to be gained. There also needs to be 
some thought to potential ethical problems: for example, in exploring practice, 
suboptimal or bad practice might be uncovered. Not only at the beginning, but also 
throughout the process, ethical issues need to be given some detailed consideration. 
When dealing with practice environments there is almost always the requirement 
for the co-operation of others and this presents many challenges and requires stra-
tegic management.

Acknowledgement of the transient nature of practice is often overlooked. Those 
in the public sector are aware of the changes in policy and funding cuts which can 
occur when there are government changes, and they also can happen within the 
lifespan of a government. This phenomenon is not exclusive to the public sector but 
also common in the private sector. Strategic management and many skills, often 
including insider knowledge, are essential in managing the process of research in 
tandem with changes in policy and practice.

The above discussion serves to emphasise the importance of reflexivity and 
the need for reflective skills for practice-based researchers. In terms of reflection 
on and during the research process there is a need to consider the wider contex-
tual factors which can impede the research and for reflective ability and 
adaptability to alter and develop the process in consideration of the experiences 
of the researcher. This has important implications for the methodological 
approaches which are relevant to practice-based research and is a key reason 
why the choosing of an approach requires detailed consideration. It is also 
important to emphasise that choosing a methodology is not an exact science 
and methodological approaches are not mutually exclusive as similar elements 
may be present in more than one approach. It is more a question of choosing 
the best fit so that an approach is chosen which will shape and develop the 
research process in the appropriate manner.
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The particulars and themes running throughout the book are around the nature 
of practice and how the essence of practice can be captured through a research 
focus. Some recurring points are the need for reflection and for the integration of 
reflection and often also reflexivity into the research process. Similarly the integra-
tion of ethics and ethical principles that relate to practice need to be included in the 
research process. The transdisciplinary nature of work and practice situations is a 
theme, as well as the focus of research requiring particular outcomes and recom-
mendations for practice. Also apparent in the choice of research approach are 
deliberations about the advantages and considerations needed for practitioners 
who engage in research and have insider knowledge and ontological awareness 
because of their expert experience.

Although the separate chapters each address issues of practice resulting in simi-
lar themes running throughout the book, they are sometimes addressed in different 
ways. The aim is to explore methodological approaches which are useful ways of 
framing the research and which ensure rigour and consistency that allow the incor-
poration of the above principles.

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK
The book is in two parts.

Part I considers the concept of practice-based research and its philosophical and 
theoretical underpinnings. The central idea is that there are a number of practice-
orientated projects which have used research techniques to develop practice in a 
unique and systematic way, and there is now a need to pull together and conceptu-
alise these ideas. For example, consideration is given to how the concept of the 
Bricoleur, espoused by Lévi-Strauss, is used to facilitate this process.

The focus is on the position of the researcher and, as such, issues around reflection 
and reflexivity are addressed. There are also key issues around ethical considerations 
and the ways in which practice-based researchers and in particular practitioner–
researchers need to incorporate ethics in practice research as a strong strand.

Part II examines the methodologies which can be used as an overarching frame-
work for the development of the research programme. These approaches are 
carefully chosen to reflect the common approaches which are considered by profes-
sional doctorate candidates. Each of the authors is a recognised expert in the 
research methodologies that are explained and discussed and each chapter incorpo-
rates real-life examples with exercises and key points.

PArt i

Chapter 1 Philosophy and Practice (t. w. (tom) Maxwell)

This chapter examines the type of knowledge involved in practice-based research 
and evaluates a growing body of literature examining knowledge that has been 
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characterised as modes 1 and 2. Mode 2 is focused on practice research and empha-
sises the need for transdisciplinary approaches. Mode 1 is characterised as 
unidisciplinary in nature and follows the rules and customs of a particular disci-
pline. The key debates and issues are examined in some detail, including the binary 
that the distinction can set up and the more helpful focus on research in the ‘real 
world’ and the transdisciplinarity of more practice-based knowledges. 

Chapter 2 research Approaches in Professional doctorates  
(Carol Costley)

One of the main challenges of practice-based research is the difficulty of reconciling 
quite different philosophical approaches. This chapter examines the claims made 
for an epistemology of practice in research and the challenges this brings. It consid-
ers some of the key elements associated with research that is practice based or 
practice led, and how such research might be at variance with more established 
research processes and have a different order of priorities. There are implications of 
complexity.

Chapter 3 why Policy Matters Particularly in Professional  
doctorates (Pam burnard, tatjana dragovic, rebecca heaton  
and barry rogers)

Policy is the mechanism through which values are authored and formulated for 
society. Policy embodies carefully articulated principles for acceptance and enact-
ment. The practices and policies necessary for resourcing professional doctorates 
comprise one of their defining features in that they form the background upon which 
researching professionals engage in shaping practice agendas, leading professional 
change and, in turn, changing policies. This chapter examines vertical policies that 
come from legislation or accreditation bodies in top-down ways as compared to or 
in connection with policies that are more horizontal and ‘softer’ in character, coming 
from published materials, traditions or forms of professional dialogue. It also fea-
tures the accounts of two researching professionals who further illustrate how policy 
and policy thinking disrupt and reorder their professional doctorate projects.

Chapter 4 reflective Models and Frameworks in  
Practice (Jan Fook)

This chapter aims to provide an overview of the different meanings of reflection 
(and related concepts) in relation to research, and to provide practical guidelines for 
the use of reflection in research. It discusses how reflection is related to practice-
based research and, in particular, how reflection and reflexivity might themselves 
be used as an approach. Practical examples of specific questions to aid reflection 
are provided.



introduCtion xxiv

Chapter 5 ethics (John Fulton and Carol Costley)

Here the rationale for any concern for ethical considerations in research is discussed 
through a short historical review followed by the steps it is usually necessary to take 
regarding ethics of the research. Consideration is given to the research design, the 
participants in the research, ethics committees in the university and professional 
ethics of work situations. The specific characteristics of practice-based research and 
considerations of research ethics for practitioners who are often insiders in their 
research fields are given particular attention.

PArt ii

Chapter 6 Methodology as Personal and Professional integrity 
(Kate Maguire)

Moral and ethical domains need to be considered along with the relevant literature 
and the type of knowledge which is found to be informative and valued by the 
particular area of practice. The situation for researchers in their professional field 
involves their position in the field or organisation and the standpoint they take on 
research integrity in their area of investigation. Researchers in this sense serve a 
multidimensionality of stakeholders, especially the authority of the university and 
the professional field or organisation.

Some constructions of research approaches are more concerned with issues of 
reliability and validity, whereas for others it is trustworthiness and consistency. The 
personal and professional integrity of the researcher sits at the centre of every 
action and every choice, thus for professional doctorates where the researcher is 
more closely connected with the context of the research, the trustworthiness of the 
research is dependent on the trustworthiness of the researcher and their ability to 
articulate and account for their choices. This is usually achieved through critical 
reflection. The chapter lists influences that need to be considered and types of ques-
tions to be asked in relation to professional integrity when planning a research 
design. The approaches to research design raise ethical considerations concerning 
the choice of what to research, why it is to be researched and how.

Chapter 7 Capstone design (Valerie A. storey)

This chapter explains how a dissertation or thesis changes in methodology, format 
and impact to become a dynamic document guiding change to help resolve a complex 
problem of practice. Alternative dissertation models are discussed and the Dissertation 
in Practice (DiP) as a model for practice doctorates is recommended.

Chapter 8 Auto-ethnography (Kath woodward)

This chapter explores auto-ethnography as a research methodology and a set of 
methods which are increasingly popular as a way of getting ‘inside’ the field. The 



introduCtion xxv

chapter draws upon work in sport, including one of the editor’s work on the 
Olympics and a range of boxing auto-ethnographies to evaluate the approach 
drawing upon psychosocial and feminist theoretical perspectives.

Chapter 9 Action research (Gill Coleman)

The strengths, and challenges, of action research are explored, through this often 
misunderstood approach (rather than a method) that combines action and system-
atic reflection. The key principles to action research are explored: it is highly 
participative; it places the researcher as always present in the research, as co-partic-
ipant and/or facilitator; and it is messy and emergent. It is therefore appealing to 
practice-based researchers, who want simultaneously to advance their understand-
ing and their capacity to enact that understanding in their day-to-day work.

Chapter 10 Case study (Catherine hayes)

This chapter explores case study methodology within the context of a practice-based 
professional doctorate. Definitions of case studies are considered and a definition 
pertinent to practice is established. The variety of approaches to the design of a case 
study is given detailed consideration: empirical–theoretical, single or multiple, 
explanatory or descriptive, as well as specific or general approaches are considered. 
The combination of research methods and how they can be used to address issues of 
practice development and ways in which the data can be combined are explored.

Chapter 11 Mixed Methods research (david Plowright)

The chapter introduces an alternative mixed methods approach, an integrated 
methodology, that is an innovative way of addressing many of the conceptual and 
design issues associated with a more traditional mixed methods perspective. It pro-
vides a coherent and easily applied framework for planning and implementing 
small-scale research aimed at evaluating and improving practice located in a profes-
sional context.

Chapter 12 translational research (John Fulton)

This chapter considers translating research findings into practice. Using examples 
from health and education it considers ways of ensuring the reliability and validity 
of original research. The chapter concludes with a consideration of the ways in 
which translational research can structure a postgraduate research project.

Chapter 13 theory of Change (heléne Clark)

This chapter introduces theory of change as a methodological approach which can 
shape and focus a professional doctorate. Theory of change is a well-used and often 
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demanded process nowadays in social change, social research and philanthropy. 
The chapter outlines the principles of theory of change and gives a step-by-step 
guide as to how it can be used to shape a practice-based research study. Some useful 
addendums help to expand understanding of theory of change.
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