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of postgraduate programs. Key areas of interest are workplace learning and women in

education.

Professional doctorates proliferated in the
Australian academic environment in the
1990s with programs being developed in
diverse academic fields and with overseas
partnerships. By 2000, the numbers of
professional doctorates doubled (Maxwell
and Shanahan, 2001), with courses in 19
areas of study offered in 30 universities
(CDDGS, 1999). This growth has been
followed by a retraction and diminished
popularity paralleled by a change in
government funding.

Professional doctorates also expanded in
England, where the ESRC (QAA2000)
provided broad principles for recognising
professional doctorates (PDs) in that they
must lead to outcomes that are
demonstrably at the same level although
different in style and content, that they
should lead to contributions to knowledge
and practice, that there should be evidence
of the cohort working with and learning
from each other; if the cohort is small,

evidence of interaction with other research
students in the institution should be
demonstrated, that students should be
expected to complete their studies within 6
years and it must be possible to fail, and
the staff delivering the PD must be able to
demonstrate their commitment to
researching and working with professionals.

In 1996/7 Middlesex University introduced
the professional doctorate delivered
through the Centre for Work Based
Learning. The Middlesex University (MU)
Professional Doctorate is focused on the
individual learner’s professional experience,
practice and interests.In 2003/2004, a
cross section of participants from the first
cohort of 40 people were interviewed.
Trends which emerged emphasized the
importance to the participants of
motivation, links with work, manageable
time factor, the course structure,
supervision, academic skill development,
intellectual challenges and support from




work place and colleagues and concerns as to
administrative procedures. The links between study
and work are integral to the success of the
professional doctorate for the participants.

The focus of professional doctorates is very much
influenced by the professional identity of the student.
The professional work of the course participant is
important, and hence their workplace learning. Lunt
(2002) identified challenges for the future of
education professional doctorates considering the
appropriateness of the thesis as the product of the
qualification and questioning the ‘nature of
professional knowledge and relationship to academic
knowledge’.

This paper explores these national trends whilst
drawing upon experience of the delivery of a
professional doctorate at Victoria University,
characterised by taught subjects and substantial
independent enquiry presented in the writing of a
thesis. The professional practice and workplace
learning of the participant is important.

The research methodology employed is that of
qualitative, ethnographic research and the methods of
interviews and participant observation are drawn upon.

The paper considers how learners’ needs are met, the
links between study and workplace practice and impact
of their study. The future of professional doctorates
in Australia is also considered.

The professional doctorate, in the form of a Doctor of
Education, is characterised by a number of taught
subjects and a substantial piece of independent
enquiry presented in the writing of a thesis. There is an
emphasis on applied research. The focus of
professional doctorates is very much influenced by the
professional identity of the student.

The focus of the course is on professional practice.
‘The course is aimed at experienced, busy, career
minded professionals in the fields of education, training
and related fields who are seeking to improve their
understanding of their workplace, including the wider
policy context in which is located, and to enhance
theoretical understandings underlying their
professional practice.” (Course outline, undated) For
the units of study, assessment tasks enable students
to draw on their own workplace learning. Theses focus
on issues related to specific work challenges.

The people enrolled in the course are professionals
from the fields of nursing, school education, higher
education, adult education and training, law,

occupational health and safety, agriculture and
business. There is therefore a new market for this level
of study. Theses typically research issues and
challenges at work, leadership, change, professional
development, mentoring, reorganization. Participants
generally do not envisage an academic career.The
student, or course participant and their work are the
focus of the program of study rather than a
concentration on making a contribution to knowledge
as is the case for undertaking a doctor of philosophy.

How does the program meet the needs of the learners,
what are the links with their workplace practice, what
impact has undertaking the doctorate had on the
students and their work?

Professional doctorates offer opportunities to bring
together work and learning, professional practice and
research. The study reports on students’ goals in
undertaking the doctoral program, some reporting
having been ‘wounded learners,” others focused on
becoming a ‘doctor’ and others on benefits to their
careers.

In the USA the professional doctorate is closely linked
to entry to professions. There has been considerable
debate in recent times as to the development of a new
practitioner oriented degree comparing ‘actuality’ of
practice, concrete existing practice with more complex
forms of practice.

Coordinators closely involved with program
development and delivery have moved on to a range of
transformations of the professional doctorate
program, influenced by the impact of the 21st century
economics and commitment to providing alternative
pathways for doctoral study. One coordinator
described the professional doctorate as ‘always the
bridesmaid, not the bride.’
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