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ABSTRACT 
Aim/Purpose This study examined an educational leadership doctoral preparation program to 

better understand how students’ self-efficacy evolves from the lens of a schol-
arly practitioner researcher as they progress through specified checkpoints to 
degree completion. The aim was to identify what factors contributed to building 
scholarly practitioner researcher skills and what factors hindered the develop-
ment of doctoral students as they progressed through their educational leader-
ship preparation program. 

Background Doctoral programs have the highest attrition of graduate programs, with almost 
half of the successful students taking six to seven years to complete. Thus, edu-
cational leadership doctoral preparation programs must find ways to enhance 
students’ perceived capability in an effort to facilitate their progress through the 
program in a timely manner. The researchers believe having high research self-
efficacy coupled with evidence-based practices to strengthen scholarly 
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practitioner research skills may be a contributor to effective program progres-
sion if viewed from the lens of a scholarly practitioner researcher. 

Methodology A mixed-methods study utilizing an ex-post-facto research design based on de-
scriptive statistics coupled with an analysis of qualitative data examined stu-
dents’ perceived self-efficacy of educational leadership doctoral students in rela-
tion to their rate of progression. 

Contribution This study provides other doctoral programs a lens into the importance of 
maintaining students’ high self-efficacy, specifically in the area of scholarly prac-
titioner research to ensure efficient progression through the program to com-
pletion in a timely manner. 

Findings Educational leadership doctoral students in the specified cohorts reported high 
self-efficacy at the pre-, mid-, and post-assessment checkpoints in the program 
during their coursework tier, and findings revealed this high self-efficacy was 
sustained throughout this progression to the dissertation tier. Four overarching 
narrative themes influencing students self-efficacy in scholarly practitioner re-
search were identified as Social Support, Academic Challenges, Discipline, Ef-
fort, and Motivation, and Personal Challenges. 

Recommendations  
for Practitioners 

Educational leadership and related doctoral programs should consider using a 
scholarly practitioner researcher approach. This focus may lead to faster rates of 
degree completion and better prepared students to solve problems of practice in 
their practitioner settings. 

Recommendations  
for Researchers  

While the results are promising in support of evidence-based practices to pre-
pare scholarly practitioner researchers, in turn sustaining or supporting high lev-
els of self-efficacy may prove impactful, thus warranting further research. 

Impact on Society Ensuring high levels of self-efficacy may help students to complete their doc-
toral degree in a timelier manner due to the perception they are capable of pro-
gram completion and may also, better prepare students to serve as scholarly 
practitioner researchers in their educational settings. 

Future Research Future research should continue longitudinally to examine self-efficacy from the 
lens of a scholarly practitioner researcher to better understand how this shapes 
doctoral students’ efforts and capabilities in their doctoral work from admit to 
program completion. Additionally, future research can quantitively assess a 
model identifying the relationship between self-efficacy and the four identified 
themes for the development of doctoral students’ research skills as scholarly 
practitioners. 

Keywords self-efficacy, educational leadership, leadership preparation, problem of practice, 
scholarly practitioner researchers 

INTRODUCTION  
Within an educational leadership preparation program at a Carnegie designated public university with 
high activity doctoral research, which defines an R2 institution located in the rural southeast United 
States, we examined the self-efficacy of our doctoral students from the lens of a scholarly practitioner 
researcher as they transitioned through the coursework tier of a doctoral program to the dissertation 
tier. The need to address educational leadership preparation program effectiveness and doctoral stu-
dents’ capabilities to be successful most accurately conveys our vision for this study, and thus the fo-
cus was on self-efficacy and the factors impacting self-efficacy. In an effort to better understand stu-
dents’ self-efficacy, our research team was intentionally composed of multiple educational leadership 
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faculty and both undergraduate and graduate research assistants. To examine self-efficacy, the Carne-
gie Project on the Education Doctorate (CPED, 2021) principles were utilized to focus on an educa-
tion doctoral program (Ed.D.) emphasizing scholarly practitioner research. CPED describes the edu-
cation doctorate as “the professional doctor in education prepares educators for the application of 
appropriate and specific practices, the generation of new knowledge, and for the stewardship of the 
profession” (2021, p. 1). As consumers of knowledge, our students are scholarly practitioner re-
searchers as they apply a theory to practice approach to their scholarship, merging practical applica-
tion and professional skills with research in an effort to solve problems of practice and achieve edu-
cational reform (McBrayer et al., 2018). Prior to conducting our study, we predicted our students 
would have high self-efficacy at the start of the program, potentially take a decline at the midpoint (at 
the point in the program in which active compilation and analysis of research is occurring coupled 
with extensive academic writing), and return to the initial high levels of self-efficacy as they com-
pleted their coursework, if they were indeed successfully progressing through the program.  

Students’ perceptions of their capability (their self-efficacy) in progressing through a doctoral pro-
gram was the focus of this study, with three equally weighted research questions:  

How does the self-efficacy of doctoral students evolve as they progress through their educational leadership prepa-
ration program at specified checkpoints through to coursework completion?  

What factors are contributing to building scholarly practitioner researcher skills as doctoral students transition 
through their educational leadership preparation program? and  

What factors are hindering the development of building scholarly practitioner researcher skills as doctoral stu-
dents transition through their educational leadership preparation program?  

In addition, through an examination of student input and feedback, we sought to determine if the in-
tended goals of our program translated into the field of practice in preparing educational leadership 
students who are scholarly practitioner researchers. In addition, we sought to discover factors that 
may either relate to the success or hindrance of doctoral students on this academic endeavor. 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE   
An examination of the literature related to the challenges surrounding doctoral students’ self-efficacy 
in terms of their progression and completion of coursework was conducted. Using a scholarly practi-
tioner researcher lens and general self-efficacy as the theoretical framework, this review included rele-
vant literature on the topics of general self-efficacy, research self-efficacy, educational leadership 
preparation program effectiveness, educational leadership preparation program improvement, chal-
lenges doctoral students face in conducting research, and utilization of evidence-based practices spe-
cifically focused on strengthening scholarly practitioner research skills.  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: GENERAL SELF-EFFICACY  
As educational leadership faculty, we reviewed feedback from the students in our program that fo-
cused on their capability of progressing through the educational leadership doctoral program from 
admission to degree completion. For this particular study, we focused on the coursework tier of our 
program, which is designed to assist students in developing and writing chapters one, two, and three 
of the dissertation as scholarly practitioner researchers (based on a traditional five-chapter disserta-
tion). To better understand our students’ perceptions of their capabilities, we centered on the notion 
of general self-efficacy as the conceptual framework for this study. Bandura (1977) defined a stu-
dents’ general self-efficacy as “the conviction that one can successfully execute desired behavior” (p. 
93), and more specifically, included students’ perceptions of their ability to be successful. Addition-
ally, Bandura (2012) noted self-efficacy impacts people’s actions and behaviors, how much effort 
they place on specified tasks, and the time they will commit to resolving the challenges that may arise 
with progression, in an effort to achieve a faster rate of degree completion. The utilization of a 



Student Self-efficacy and Scholarly Practitioner Research 

490 

General Self-Efficacy (GSE) Scale modified to reflect the perceptions of students as scholarly practi-
tioner researchers may prove impactful in future studies (Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1995). According 
to the researchers, the scale was created to assess a general sense of perceived self-efficacy with the 
aim to predict ability to cope with daily hassles as well as adapt after experiencing both program and 
external challenges. Bandura (2001) stated that the higher the perceived self-efficacy, the greater the 
efforts will be to achieve an intended goal. There is a positive relationship between students’ self-effi-
cacy and academic performance (Hayat et al., 2020; Lambie et al., 2014; Lent et al., 1984; Multon et 
al., 1991). Multon et al. (1991), through seminal work, investigated the relationship of self-efficacy to 
academic performance and persistence through a metanalysis on self-efficacy and the results revealed 
positive and statistically significant relationships among self-efficacy beliefs and academic perfor-
mance and persistence outcomes. On the contrary, McBrayer et al. (2018) found high self-efficacy 
scores among doctoral students, but did not find a correlation between self-efficacy and time to de-
gree completion warranting further research. Thus, it is important to note, current research has 
shown a potential explanation of high self-efficacy scores may be indicative of overconfidence as 
leaders by nature may exhibit confidence in their capabilities due to their chosen leadership field 
(Matheka et al., 2020). Additionally, researchers have cautioned there are existing problems with dif-
ferentiating the effects of self-efficacy and other constructs, such as self-concept, expectancy value, 
student demographics, as well as measures of personal, psychosocial, and institutional factors (Gard-
ner, 2010). Furthermore, if a student were to do extremely well on one section of their dissertation 
their self-efficacy may rise, but if they were to struggle and complete another section of the disserta-
tion poorly then their self-efficacy might fall (Niehaus et al., 2018).  

For the purposes of this study, self-efficacy was examined through the lens of a scholarly practitioner 
researcher preparing to be an effective educational leader. Using the seminal work of Bandura (2012) 
as a guide, we defined doctoral students’ self-efficacy as “their perceptions and confidence in their 
ability as scholarly practitioner researchers to conduct research and progress through the program.” 
According to Marsh et al. (2019), a distinguishing feature of self-efficacy is that by examining what 
one is able to accomplish in the future may be related to accomplishing a particular task in the pre-
sent. Often doctoral students report experiencing a certain level of uncertainty about their capabilities 
and when this self-doubt is ongoing, students may end up procrastinating or not attempting tasks for 
fear of being unsuccessful (Wao & Onwuegbuzie, 2011). Another notion to examine is the possibility 
that our doctoral students’ research self-efficacy may be impacted by their prior leadership experi-
ences, which plays a role in self-efficacy outcomes (Cannonier & Katsioloudes, 2020). 

DISSERTATIONS AND SCHOLARLY PRACTITIONER WRITING 
Student time to degree completion through a doctoral program relies exceedingly on their disserta-
tion work and this commitment to work leads to vast amounts of anxiety, despair, and mistrust 
(McBrayer et al., 2020). Furthermore, contributing to these challenges, two overall themes – lack of 
writing skill maturation and uncertainty in expectations for written assignments – leads to increased 
student stress (Klocko et al., 2015). As doctoral students progress, their underlying goal must be to 
develop an identity of a scholar (Kriner et al., 2015). For doctoral students to assume the role of a 
scholarly practitioner, they must have formal research preparation to demonstrate the skills of theo-
retical application, scholarly research, and instructional proficiency to solve problems of practice 
(Kennedy et al., 2018). Doctoral students should seek to achieve a well-written dissertation with find-
ings related to current problems of practice within the educational arena to provide practice-based 
knowledge and inquiry-based learning to navigate any challenges to degree completion (Fertman, 
2018). Ross (2010) noted that any graduate level educational leadership faculty seeking to better sup-
port students should engage in discussions about their underlying assumptions of what equates to 
timely degree completion in order make program improvements. Thus, doctoral programs must con-
tinually assess their performance in an effort to ensure doctoral students have the scholarly practi-
tioner research and academic writing support needed to progress through to degree completion in a 
timely manner. 
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RESEARCH SELF-EFFICACY 
The purpose of doctoral education is to transform students into scholarly practitioner researchers by 
translating what they learned from their coursework into practical applications in their educational 
arenas (Ames et al., 2018). When preparing scholarly practitioner researchers, time to degree comple-
tion may impact self-efficacy. As such, it has been proposed that doctoral programs consider design-
ing their research courses to provide students opportunities to conduct research, as well as apply re-
search skills to achieve data-driven accountability to meet the expectations that occur in the work 
arena (Kerrigan & Hayes, 2016). According to Niehaus et al. (2018), a major component in training 
researchers is the development of research self-efficacy. Research self-efficacy can be related to the 
achievement goal theory, in which the researcher’s confidence in ability can affect the researcher’s 
behaviors and selected actions intended to reach a specified goal (Wester et al., 2018; Wester et al., 
2020). Graduate students who possess lower research self-efficacy may engage in perfectionism and 
procrastination as well as have a lack of academic preparedness often associated with imposter syn-
drome, which acts as a psychological barrier (Chakraverty, 2018). If research self-efficacy is low, it 
can negatively impact the practitioner’s willingness to conduct research (Razavi et al., 2017).  

In an effort to combat the challenges of time to degree completion, doctoral programs need to be 
centered around academic writing and scholarly practitioner research (McBrayer et al., 2018). Experi-
ences conducting research have been shown to result in higher degrees of research self-efficacy in 
doctoral students (Petko et al., 2020). Sunal (2020) explained that examining research self-efficacy 
collectively is needed to focus on the individual parts that are interpersonal, intrapersonal, and sys-
tematic, which all work together to strengthen research capabilities of students. The ability to collect 
and analyze results are important skills that play a significant role in doctoral coursework completion, 
as doctoral students who learn to conduct and disseminate research in their coursework are more 
likely to achieve success in their studies (Boyce et al., 2019). However, it is also important to provide 
doctoral students with research experiences outside of their coursework (Lamar & Helm, 2017). 
Providing doctoral students with opportunities to do research early in their program is consistent 
with providing a research training environment that is positive and productive (Gelso, 2006). Addi-
tionally, doctoral students need to show high levels of research self-efficacy based on research 
knowledge, the research training environment, research mentoring, and interest in research (Poh & 
Kanesan Abdullah, 2019). Lamar et al. (2019) noted the development of courses related to research 
topics of choice, analyzing data, and writing papers are good strategies for improving research self-
efficacy. We should continue to encourage doctoral students to participate in research practices and 
academic exchanges to disseminate findings to better solve problems of practice (Liu et al., 2018).  

EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP PREPARATION PROGRAM EFFECTIVENESS 
AND IMPROVEMENT 
In seminal work on the education doctorate, programs faced “chronic and crippling” issues with doc-
torate of education preparation programs and a revamp was needed to carry out the mission of ad-
vancing knowledge and preparing quality practitioners (Shulman et al., 2006, p. 25). Doctoral prepa-
ration programs of all disciplines have a 43% dropout rate and only 41% of students complete their 
doctoral degrees within six to seven years (Ampaw & Jaeger, 2012; National Science Foundation 
[NSF], 2017). Educational leadership faculty have been challenged to reevaluate educational leader-
ship doctoral programs by focusing on doctoral students as scholarly practitioners charged with en-
suring school improvement (CPED, 2021; McBrayer et al., 2018). Schools of Education, specifically 
doctoral programs in educational leadership, have been criticized for lack of sufficient academic rigor 
and have received recommendations calling for redesign and reform (Maranto et al., 2010; Porfilio & 
Strom, 2019; Zirkel, 2012). Because students make an investment in pursuit of a doctorate, factors 
leading to success or hindrance of the degree need to be addressed from both the faculty and student 
perspectives, as unclear expectations, feelings of isolation, and lack of preparedness for the work of 
the dissertation have been cited as factors negatively impacting time to doctoral degree completion in 
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all fields (Gittings et al., 2018). Storms et al. (2011) found a factor leading to success was a quality re-
lationship between the candidate and major professor and recommended dissertation advisors be 
trained on how to support students during degree completion. Similarly, Maul et al. (2018) found that 
encouragement and coaching by dissertation chairs led to improvements in research self-efficacy and 
retention of doctoral students. Leadership preparation programs must continue to support leadership 
candidates as they progress through their doctoral program by strengthening graduate student-faculty 
relationships, to get feedback from their mentors, which may increase graduate students’ confidence 
and willingness to conduct future research (Anekstein & Vereen, 2018; Chesnut et al., 2015; Posselt, 
2018). In order for programs to facilitate the progress of emerging researchers, pragmatic solutions 
need to be addressed to allow researchers to become successful in producing academic research 
(Ames et al., 2018). In addition, educational programs should be intentional in the design and the de-
velopment of curriculum (McSherry et al., 2019). There has been an increase in the number of educa-
tional leadership degrees awarded which raises questions as to the quality of these programs, which 
may support the research that denoted doctoral students’ may be overconfident leading to inflated 
self-efficacy, as those in leadership positions by nature hold belief of their own capability or they 
would not have sought a leadership position. Additionally, programs should continue to work to pro-
vide quality and rigorous instruction and prepare students for future leadership roles (Perrone & 
Tucker, 2019).  

CHALLENGES DOCTORAL STUDENTS FACE IN CONDUCTING RESEARCH  
Lachance et al. (2020) mentioned student self-efficacy can be impacted by teaching and mentoring 
practices to provide opportunities for active, hands-on learning; giving prompt and encouraging feed-
back; establishing explicit guidelines of mutual respect and support; and encouraging students to 
value one another’s research contributions. Within the scope of challenges students face in conduct-
ing research, limited resources and funding hinder student abilities to conduct research (Niemcyzk, 
2018). More so, another challenge faced by student researchers is the insufficient training of doctoral 
faculty supporters (Niemcyzk, 2018). External factors also need to be considered, as work/life bal-
ance can prove to be a challenge for doctoral students when conducting research. There are many 
decisions related to work, school, and familial responsibilities that may prove to hinder research and 
cause students this work/life imbalance (Cornwall et al., 2019; Sverdlik et al., 2018). In a time of 
heightened demand for scholarly activity at the institutional level, many doctoral students may find 
themselves grappling with a number of barriers hindering the efficacy of their research as students 
are being pushed to produce extensive research without coinciding research training (Wester et al., 
2018). Reflection on performance is a key aspect of the doctoral journey as it aids the researcher in 
navigating problems of practice by building their confidence and developing their scholarly practi-
tioner identities (Pieridou & Kambouri-Danos, 2020).  

EVIDENCE-BASED PRACTICES TO STRENGTHEN RESEARCH SELF-
EFFICACY  
Doctoral students thrive in environments conducive to fostering positive student-faculty relation-
ships and opportunities to conduct research and collaborate with peers and mentors (Hill & Con-
ceição, 2020; Kainz et al., 2018; Young et al., 2019). Education leadership faculty strive to afford stu-
dents the opportunity for proper support resources, including adequate writing support for students, 
effective faculty who are well-versed on doctoral level research and the necessary requirements for 
dissertation completion, and faculty support commitment of time for reflective feedback (LaFrance 
et al., 2020). The cultivation of a scholarly practitioner researcher serves as the focal point of devel-
oping an effective doctoral program, so implementing practices to enhance doctoral student self-effi-
cacy and research skills is needed (Ezzani & Paufler, 2018). Providing doctoral students with a sup-
portive research training environment can equip them with the resources necessary to produce 
stronger research and increase productivity. Therefore, training of doctoral students and faculty is 
needed to further strengthen skills among students (Dorimana et al., 2021; Garg et al., 2018). 
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Niemczyk (2018) explained the importance of focusing on research skills needed and then using 
these skills to assess how programs and research supporters can be most effective in ensuring doc-
toral students continue to progress through to degree completion.  

METHODOLOGY   

RESEARCH DESIGN 
A mixed-methods ex-post-facto research design utilized quantitative and qualitative data to determine 
the self-efficacy of our doctoral students as they progressed through to degree completion, via con-
ducting scholarly practitioner research to better understand what contributes to effective research 
skills as well as the hindrances they face in conducting research. Ex-post facto, meaning after the fact, 
is the most relevant approach to the research questions of this study due to the fact that data had 
been collected initially for program assessment and improvement prior to engagement in this re-
search study (Gay & Airasian, 2003). Descriptive statistics were utilized as the researchers were trying 
to build the groundwork for the importance of examining self-efficacy from the lens of a scholarly 
practitioner researcher based on a general self-efficacy scale as they progressed through to course-
work completion. Additionally, qualitative analysis, using a deductive coding scheme, was conducted 
to identify passages of text from open-ended data allowing common ideas to be organized into 
emerging themes regarding the strengthening or reduction in scholarly practitioner self-efficacy. The 
purpose of this study was to determine educational leadership doctoral students’ self-efficacy as they 
progressed through the coursework tier of their doctoral program utilizing a longitudinal model with 
three cohorts (Cohort A, Cohort B, and Cohort C) of whom we had collected pre-assessment, mid-
assessment, and post-assessment data longitudinally over a two-year period for each cohort. 

Doctoral students are required to complete a minimum of 69 graduate credit hours that are offered 
in three tiers. In Tier I, students are required to complete 30 graduate credit hours post-master’s de-
gree. In Tier II, students complete an additional 30 graduate semester hours in a sequential mode 
over a two-year period, which consists of coursework aligned to conducting scholarly practitioner re-
search and engaging in extensive academic writing. Tier II uses a cohort model with hybrid content 
delivery consisting of 14 students in Cohort A, 12 students in Cohort B, and 17 students in Cohort C 
for a total of 43 participants. Students represent the areas of both P-12 educational school leadership 
and higher education leadership. During Tier II, students take two courses for a total of five semes-
ters and are expected to exit this tier with compilations of the dissertation for chapter one (overview), 
chapter two (review of the literature), and chapter three (methodology). Upon completion of Tier II, 
doctoral students move to the dissertation phase of the program, Tier III. The goal of the doctoral 
program timeline is to finish Tier II in five semesters and to complete the minimum of nine graduate 
credit hours of dissertation in three semesters in Tier III to complete the degree. 

While the educational leadership doctoral program identified in this study underwent several itera-
tions of redesign over its lifetime, each change had a different focus and limited formal evaluations 
were conducted. We began to formalize this assessment process and utilized descriptive measures to 
examine students’ self-efficacy as scholarly practitioner researchers based on a general self-efficacy 
scale by shifting the lens to that of a scholarly practitioner researcher. We set our focus on the CPED 
principles (2021), an organization dedicated to the development and implementation of rigorous doc-
toral programs (Ed.D. versus a Ph.D.). These CPED principles served as our threshold for achieve-
ment, as we set our efforts on distinguishing our program as one that prepares scholarly practitioner 
researchers with strong academic writing skills. From these conversations about CPED and with a 
new focus on implementing innovative course content aligned with research initiatives, keeping a hy-
brid delivery model that was cohort-based, and offering intensive research courses focused on schol-
arly practitioner research with an emphasis on academic writing, a commitment to program redesign 
was established. A unique characteristic of the redesign was providing students with several options 
to use their skills, abilities, and dispositions to resolve educational issues and problems based on their 
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practice and go beyond the traditional dissertation (Perry, 2013) via scholarly practitioner research 
coupled with academic writing. Additionally, the framework of these dissertation options allows can-
didates to enhance the practice of professional leadership by working through a lens of evaluative 
consideration as they engage in solving the contemporary problems of practice.  

SETTING AND PARTICIPANTS 
The participants for the study were educational leadership doctoral students at a designated large 
public university with high doctoral research activity (R2) located in the rural southeast of the United 
States. Participants were identified by the initial start date of the academic year in which they entered 
Tier II of the educational leadership doctoral program and the sample consisted of a total of 43 par-
ticipants. Although a seemingly low number of participants, our program only admits a maximum of 
20 students per cohort yearly, and these cohorts had comparable pre-, mid-, and post-assessment 
data sets for analysis, which is time-consuming and took approximately two years for each of the 
three cohorts to collect data longitudinally. The sample consisted of 20 males (46.5%) and 23 females 
(53.5%). The participants self-identified as 67.4% White/Caucasian (N=29), 25.6% Black/African 
American (N=11), 4.7% Hispanic/Latino (N=2), and 2.3% Other (N=1). Ages of the participants 
ranged from 25 to 59, with 16.3% (N=7) identifying between 25-29, 30.2% (N=13) between 30-34, 
23.3% (N=10) between 35-39, 14% (N=6) between 40-44, 9.3% (N=4) between 45-49, 4.7% (N=2) 
between 50-54, and 2.3% (N=1) between 50-54. All of the participants reported being fully em-
ployed, with 39.5% (N=17) employed within the P-12 arena, 58.1% (N=25) employed within higher 
education, and 2.3% (N=1) employed through another arena. The participants’ demographic report-
ings are summarized in Table 1. Again, to reiterate, these students were selected as they were the first 
three cohorts to yield quantifiable and sufficient data, which were collected at the pre-assessment 
(start of Tier II), mid-assessment (mid-point of Tier II), and post-assessment transition points in 
their doctoral program (end of Tier II).  

INSTRUMENT 
An online survey, the EdD Program Completion Factor Survey, was utilized to collect data from stu-
dents about their self-efficacy and challenges with program progression from the lens of scholarly 
practitioner research. In addition, demographic data were gathered for each student, including identi-
fied gender, race, age, employment status and role, academic history, and current academic position 
(see the Appendix for a modified survey minus the demographic questions reported in Table 1). The 
survey included the General Self-Efficacy (GSE) Scale with a modified stem to reflect the percep-
tions of students as scholarly practitioner researchers (Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1995). This GSE Scale 
measures the positive factors of emotion, optimism, and work, and the negative factors of depres-
sion, stress, health complaints, burnout, and anxiety (Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1995), all factors associ-
ated with doctoral work. The GSE Scale was embedded into the questionnaire to measure self-effi-
cacy, as the scale was designed for use with adults to predict coping with a variety of stressful life 
events. The GSE Scale consisted of 10 questions each with a four-point response, yielding a compo-
site score of 10-40, which was converted to a mean score out of four by dividing by a factor of 10. 
The GSE Scale presents high validity and reliability with Cronbach’s alphas ranging from .79 to .90, 
with the majority falling in the high indicator of .80s (Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1995). While the GSE 
Scale takes approximately four minutes to complete, the entire questionnaire took approximately 15 
minutes to complete due to the additional questions to attain information about demographics and 
students’ experiences throughout the program, with the latter being four open-ended questions. The 
instrument consisted of 18 demographic questions, 10 statements with the modified stem from the 
GSE Scale (Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1995), and four questions evaluating participants’ expected chal-
lenges and supports to becoming a scholarly practitioner researcher. The stem of these statements 
was changed to specifically focus on the scholarly practitioner researcher and used a Likert scale run-
ning from 1-4 with 1= ‘Exactly True’, 2= ‘Moderately True’, 3= ‘Hardly True’, and 4= ‘Not at All 
True’. 
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Table 1. Demographic information of participant sample 
  

Cohort A Cohort B Cohort C Total   
N=14 N=12 N=17 N=43 

Gender Male N=7 (50%) N=5 (41.7%) N=8 (47.1%) N=20 (46.5%) 

Female N=7 (50%) N=7 (58.3%) N=9 (52.9%) N=23 (53.5%) 

Race/ethnicity  White/Caucasian N=6 (42.9%) N=8 (66.7%) N=15 
(88.2%) 

N=29 (67.4%) 

Black/African 
American 

N=7 (50%) N=4 (33.3%) N=1 (5.9%) N=11 (25.6%) 

Hispanic/Latino N=1 (7.1%) - N=1 (5.9%) N=2 (4.7%) 

Other - - N=1 (5.9%) N=1 (2.3%) 

Age 25-29 N=2 (14.3%) N=2 (16.7%) N=3 (17.6%) N=7 (16.3%) 

30-34 N=6 (42.9%) N=1 (8.3%) N=6 (35.3%) N=13 (30.2%) 

35-39 N=4 (28.6%) N=4 (33.3%) N=2 (11.8%) N=10 (23.3%) 

40-44 N=1 (7.1%) N=3 (25%) N=2 (11.8%) N=6 (14%) 

45-49 N=1 (7.1%) N=2 (16.7%) N=1 (5.9%) N=4 (9.3%) 

50-54 - - N=2 (11.8%) N=2 (4.7%) 

55-59 - - N=1 (5.9%) N=1 (2.3%) 

Employment  

Status 

Full-time N=14 (100%) N=12 (100%) N=17 
(100%) 

N=43 (100%) 

Employment 
Arena 

P-12 N=3 (21.4%) N=7 (58.3%) N=7 (41.2%) N=17 (39.5%) 

Higher Education N=11 (78.6%) N=4 (33.3%) N=10 
(58.8%) 

N=25 (58.1%) 

Other - N=1 (8.3%) - N=1 (2.3%) 

DATA COLLECTION 
The researchers designed the Ed.D. Program Completion Factors Survey instrument and it was de-
livered electronically via Qualtrics™, an online survey platform. Prior to contacting potential partici-
pants and administering the survey, the researchers received permission from their Institutional Re-
view Board (IRB). Contact with potential participants occurred through email as the survey was dis-
tributed electronically and on a one-time basis. The survey was utilized to collect data at specified 
checkpoints of Tier II as pre-assessment (year one, semester one), mid-assessment (year one, semes-
ter three), and post-assessment (year two, semester five) data sets for the Cohorts A, B, and C as part 
of program assessment. Written informed consent was confirmed for each student, opting out was 
an option, and no risks were involved beyond that of everyday life. Creswell and Creswell (2018) sug-
gested a four-part survey request to include an advance notice alerting potential participants of the 
survey, a notice requesting participation in the survey, a follow-up notice, and personalized contact to 
all non-respondents. Considering these recommendations, and to obtain a high rate of response, the 
researchers followed this four-part invitation to the survey over a four-week period. First, the re-
searchers sent a recruitment email to all potential participants explaining the details of the study and 
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confirming correct contact information. Second, and one week following the recruitment, the re-
searchers sent an invitation email to all participants requesting their participation in the survey. This 
email indicated the purpose and significance of the research, anonymity assurance in the reported 
findings, informed consent, and a link to the survey using Qualtrics™. It clearly addressed that the 
survey results would be anonymous when presenting the findings (student names would be redacted) 
and emphasized was the voluntary nature of the study in that no participant would be identified 
when reporting the findings. In addition, the email outlined the rights of the participant, including the 
right to opt-out of the survey after having started their responses and the right to skip over questions 
during the survey. As a third contact and one week following the invitation email, the researchers 
sent a reminder and follow-up email to potential participants of the survey. The researchers made a 
fourth contact one week later as an additional and final reminder. The survey closed one week fol-
lowing the final reminder email. The typical completion time for the survey was noted to be about 15 
minutes. Responses were downloaded and analyzed in an excel spreadsheet by a graduate assistant 
and presented to the research team as de-identified data. A three-digit identifier was assigned to each 
student to maintain confidentiality so de-identified data could be provided to the researchers. 

DATA ANALYSIS 
To address research question one, descriptive statistics were calculated to determine the mean and 
frequency scores the participants reported various levels of self-efficacy in their ability to complete 
scholarly practitioner research and overcome hindrances during this process. Additionally, descriptive 
statistics were used to measure the average score, reported through means, of self-efficacy for 10 
items seeking information from students about their self-efficacy, challenges, and support with pro-
gram progression from the lens of scholarly practitioner research. Frequency and average statistics 
were analyzed with all participants combined, by cohort level, and by pre-, mid-, and post-evaluation. 
To address research questions two and three, a qualitative analysis was used to make sense of the text 
and descriptive data pulled from the open-ended questions. Descriptive data can take the form of 
words and pictures, which allows the participants to illustrate and corroborate their experiences 
(Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). Using a deductive coding scheme, the researchers identified passages of 
text throughout the open-ended data that had common ideas and organized them into emerging 
themes (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). These open-ended responses uncovered additional information 
regarding internal and external factors that influence the growth, or lack of significant growth, in per-
ceived research self-efficacy. All analyses were based on the students’ reporting across their time in a 
doctoral program to determine if these factors whether hindering or bolstering their perceived capa-
bilities, specifically during Tier II of their coursework. 

FINDINGS  
The findings provide tentative insights and information regarding the mechanisms involved in better 
understanding educational leadership doctoral students’ self-efficacy in scholarly practitioner research 
as related to the theoretical framework of general self-efficacy. Descriptive measures yielded an aver-
age overall self-efficacy score for the 10 self-efficacy items of 3.48 (out of 4.00) for the total partici-
pant sample, and their overall self-efficacy scores ranged from 3.12 to 3.73. Cohort A reported an av-
erage overall self-efficacy score of 3.55 (out of 4.00), with individual overall self-efficacy scores rang-
ing from 3.10 to 3.83. Similarly, Cohort B reported an average overall self-efficacy score of 3.40 (out 
of 4.00), with individual overall self-efficacy scores ranging from 3.24 to 3.61. Cohort C reported an 
average overall self-efficacy score of 3.48 (out of 4.00), and their individual overall self-efficacy scores 
ranged from 3.06 to 3.74. The higher the self-efficacy scores denoted greater levels of scholarly prac-
titioner researcher self-efficacy. Overall, the majority of educational leadership students in these co-
horts self-reported high levels of self-efficacy as displayed in Table 2.  
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics of self-efficacy by cohort 
 

Mean Range of Means (M) for 10 Self-Efficacy Items Std. Dev. 

All Participants 3.48 3.12-3.73 .164 

Cohort A 3.55 3.10-3.83 .189 

Cohort B 3.40 3.24-3.61 .109 

Cohort C 3.48 3.06-3.74 .236 

Note: N=43 

Most participants reported moderate to high levels of self-efficacy regarding their confidence and 
abilities to develop scholarly practitioner research and resolve challenges arising during this process. 
Mean values are reported on a scale of 1-4. The overall sample of participants expressed the highest 
level of self-efficacy (M=3.73) when evaluating their ability to solve problems if they invest the nec-
essary effort (Item 6) with 69.8% (N=90) of participants reporting this as ‘Exactly True’ and 25.6% 
(N=33) reporting this as ‘Moderately True’. Additionally, the majority of participants expressed high 
self-efficacy levels (M=3.60) in their ability to remain calm when facing difficulties due to their cop-
ing abilities (Item 7), as evidenced by 65.1% (N=84) of participants reporting this as ‘Exactly True’ 
and 27.1% (N=35) reporting as ‘Moderately True’. Many participants expressed high self-efficacy lev-
els (M=3.59) in their ability to manage and solve difficult problems if they try hard enough (Item 1). 
Specifically, 57.4% (N=74) of participants expressed believing this to be ‘Exactly True’, whereas 
39.5% (N=51) believed this as ‘Moderately True’. Overall, participants reported having the lowest 
perception of self-efficacy (M=3.12) in their ability to address concerns if someone opposes them 
and finding means and ways to get what they want (Item 2). Specifically, 10.1% (N=13) of partici-
pants reported this as ‘Hardly True’, and only 21.7% (N=28) believed this as ‘Exactly True’. Fre-
quency reporting of these data are displayed in Table 3. 

Table 3. Frequencies and percentage of all participants endorsing perceived self-efficacy 
 

1- Not at all True 2- Hardly True 3- Moderately True 4- Exactly True Missing 

Q1 - - 39.5% (N=51) 57.4% (N=74) 3.1% (N=4) 
Q2 - 10.1% (N=13) 65.1% (N=84) 21.7% (N=28) 3.1% (N=4) 
Q3 .8% (N=1) 4.7% (N=6) 46.5% (N=60) 45.0% (N=58) 3.1% (N=4) 
Q4 - 7% (N=9) 45.0% (N=58) 45.0% (N=58) 3.1% (N=4) 
Q5 - 2.3% (N=3) 51.9% (N=67) 41.9% (N=54) 3.9% (N=5) 
Q6 - - 25.6% (N=33) 69.8% (N=90) 4.7% (N=6) 
Q7 2.3% (N=3) 2.3% (N=3) 27.1% (N=35) 65.1% (N=84) 3.1% (N=4) 
Q8 - 2.3% (N=3) 39.5% (N=51) 55.0% (N=71) 3.1% (N=4) 
Q9 - 3.9% (N=5) 38.0% (N=49) 54.3% (N=70) 3.9% (N=5) 
Q10 - 3.9% (N=5) 44.2% (N=57) 48.8% (N=63) 3.1% (N=4) 

Note: N=43 

Overall, the participants reported self-efficacy expressed a growing trend in the belief of capabilities 
from the pre-assessment time point to post-assessment as noted by the increase in mean self-efficacy 
scores. The largest growth from pre-assessment to post-assessment was expressed in the reportings 
of participants’ responses to GSE Scale Item 8 (find several solutions to problems) and participants 
reported equal beneficial growth in Item GSE Scale Item 1 (manage to solve difficult problems if try-
ing hard), GSE Scale Item 4 (deal efficiently with unexpected events), and GSE Scale Item 5 (handle 
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unforeseen events due to resourcefulness). Participants’ perceived self-efficacy in ability to find sev-
eral solutions when confronted with a problem (GSE Scale Item 8) displayed the largest growth of 
0.31 (Pre M=3.40, Post M=3.71) from pre- to post-assessment. Participants’ perceived ability to 
manage and solve difficult problems if they try hard enough (GSE Scale Item 1) displayed a growth 
of 0.21 (Pre M=3.50, Post M=3.71) from pre- to post-assessment. Participants’ perceived confidence 
in dealing efficiently with unexpected events (GSE Scale Item 4) displayed a growth of 0.21 (Pre 
M=3.29, Post M=3.50) from pre- to post-assessment. Additionally, participants’ perceived 
knowledge of how to handle unforeseen situations due to their resourcefulness (GSE Scale Item 5) 
displayed a growth of 0.21 (Pre M= 3.34, Post M= 3.55) from pre- to post-assessment. The area of 
noted smallest change from pre- to post-assessment was participants’ perceived ability to solve prob-
lems if they invest the necessary effort (GSE Scale Item 6) with a growth of .12 (Pre M=3.74, Post 
M=3.86). Descriptive means and comparisons within pre, mid, and post means are displayed in Table 
4. 

Table 4. Means (M) and gains in perceived self-efficacy of all participants by overall sample 
 

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 

Overall 3.59 3.12 3.40 3.39 3.41 3.73 3.60 3.54 3.52 3.46 

Pre 3.50 3.05 3.33 3.29 3.34 3.74 3.52 3.40 3.46 3.40 

Mid  3.56 3.10 3.34 3.39 3.34 3.59 3.56 3.51 3.46 3.39 

Post 3.71 3.21 3.52 3.50 3.55 3.86 3.71 3.71 3.64 3.60 

Gains from Pre to Post .21 .16 .19 .21 .21 .12 .19 .31 .18 .2 

Gains from Pre to Mid .06 .05 .01 .1 0 -.15 .04 .11 0 -.01 

Gains from Mid to Post .15 .11 .18 .11 .11 .27 .15 .2 .18 .21 

Note: N=43 

When evaluating by cohort levels, similar trends are exhibited across the three cohorts, where pre-
dominantly most participants reported moderate to high levels of self-efficacy in their confidence and 
abilities to conduct scholarly practitioner research. Participants in Cohort A (M=3.83) and Cohort B 
(M=3.61) expressed the highest level of self-efficacy when evaluating their ability to solve problems if 
they invest the necessary effort (GSE Scale Item 6). Comparatively, participants in Cohort C also re-
ported high levels of self-efficacy (M=3.73) when evaluating their ability to solve problems if they in-
vest the necessary effort (GSE Scale Item 6). However, Cohort C participants reported the highest 
level of self-efficacy (M=3.74) in scholarly practitioner research for their ability to remain calm when 
facing difficulties due to their coping abilities (GSE Scale Item 7). Opposingly, participants in all 
three Cohorts reported having the lowest perception of self-efficacy (Cohort A reported M=3.10, 
Cohort B reported M=3.24, Cohort C reported M=3.06) in their ability to address concerns regard-
ing if someone opposes them and finding means and ways to get what they want (GSE Scale Item 2). 
Descriptive means across Cohort A, Cohort B, and Cohort C are noted in Table 5.  
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Table 5. Means (M) and gains in perceived self-efficacy of participants by cohort level 
  

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 

Cohort 
A 
(N=14) 

Overall 3.55 3.10 3.69 3.52 3.52 3.83 3.64 3.57 3.63 3.48 
Pre 3.36 2.93 3.64 3.43 3.43 3.79 3.57 3.29 3.46 3.36 

Mid  3.50 3.21 3.71 3.50 3.50 3.77 3.64 3.71 3.71 3.50 

Post 3.79 3.14 3.71 3.64 3.64 3.93 3.71 3.71 3.71 3.57 

Gains from Pre to 
Post 

.43 .21 .07 .21 .21 .14 .14 .42 .25 .21 

Cohort 
B 
(N=12) 

Overall 3.52 3.24 3.30 3.39 3.38 3.61 3.48 3.39 3.36 3.33 

Pre 3.50 3.17 3.17 3.33 3.45 3.67 3.42 3.42 3.42 3.33 

Mid  3.40 3.10 3.10 3.40 3.10 3.30 3.30 3.10 3.10 3.10 

Post 3.64 3.45 3.64 3.45 3.55 3.82 3.73 3.64 3.55 3.55 

Gains from Pre to 
Post 

.14 .28 .47 .12 .10 .15 .31 .22 .13 .22 

Cohort 
C 
(N=17) 

Overall 3.68 3.06 3.22 3.28 3.34 3.73 3.74 3.62 3.54 3.54 

Pre 3.63 3.06 3.19 3.13 3.19 3.75 3.56 3.50 3.50 3.50 

Mid  3.71 3.00 3.18 3.29 3.35 3.63 3.65 3.59 3.47 3.47 

Post 3.71 3.12 3.29 3.41 3.47 3.82 3.71 3.76 3.65 3.65 

Gains from Pre to 
Post 

.08 .06 .10 .28 .28 .07 .15 .26 .15 .15 

 

For Cohort A participants, the greatest growth from pre-to post-assessment was in perceived ability 
to manage and solve difficult problems if they try hard enough (GSE Scale Item 1), evidenced by a 
growth of 0.43 from pre- (M=3.36) to post-assessment (M=3.79). Specifically, 35.7% (N=5) of par-
ticipants in Cohort A initially reported ‘Exactly True’ for GSE Scale Item 1 at the pre-assessment, 
whereas 78.6% (N=11) reported this at the post-assessment. Cohort A participants perceived self-
efficacy in ability to stick to aims and accomplish goals (GSE Scale Item 3) displayed the least 
amount of growth of .07 from pre- to post-assessment (Pre M=3.64, Post M=3.71). For Cohort B 
participants, the greatest growth from pre-to post-assessment was in perceived ability to stick to their 
aims and accomplish their goals (GSE Scale Item 3), evidenced by a growth of .47 from pre- 
(M=3.17) to post-assessment (M=3.64). Specifically, 16.7% (N=2) of participants in Cohort B ini-
tially reported ‘Exactly True’ for Item 3 at the pre-assessment, whereas 58.3% (N=7) reported this at 
the post-assessment. Cohort B participants perceived self-efficacy in having the knowledge of how to 
handle unforeseen situations due to their resourcefulness (GSE Scale Item 5) displayed the least 
amount of growth of .10 from pre- to post-assessment (Pre M=3.45, Post M=3.55). Cohort C partic-
ipants reported the greatest growth from pre- to post-assessment for confidence in dealing efficiently 
with unexpected events (GSE Scale Item 4) and knowledge of how to handle unforeseen situations 
due to their resourcefulness (GSE Scale Item 5). Specifically, for Item 4, Cohort C participants ex-
pressed a growth of .28 from pre- (M=3.13) with 29.4% (N=5) of participants reporting this as ‘Ex-
actly True’ to post-assessment (M=3.41) with 47.1% (N=8) of participants reporting this as ‘Exactly 
True’. For Item 5, Cohort C participants expressed a growth of .28 from pre- (M=3.19) with 29.4% 
(N=5) of participants reporting this as ‘Exactly True’ to post-assessment (M=3.47) with 47.1% 
(N=8) of participants reporting this as ‘Exactly True’. Cohort C participants perceived self-efficacy in 
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ability to address concerns regarding if someone opposes them and finding means and ways to get 
what they want (GSE Scale Item 2) displayed the least amount of growth of .06 from pre- to post-
assessment (Pre M=3.06, Post M=3.12). Frequency reportings and percentages of perceived self-effi-
cacy for Cohort A are displayed in Table 6. Frequency reportings and percentages of perceived self-
efficacy for Cohort B are displayed in Table 7. Frequency reportings and percentages of perceived 
self-efficacy for Cohort C are displayed in Table 8. 

Table 6. Frequencies and percentage of Cohort A participants 
endorsing perceived self-efficacy 

Cohort A Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 
Pre 1-Not at 

all True 
- - - - - - - - - - 

2-
Hardly 
True 

- N=2 
(14.3%) 

- N=1 
(7.1%) 

- - N=1 
(7.1%) 

- - N=1 
(7.1%) 

3-Mod-
erately 
True 

N=9 
(64.3%) 

N=11 
(78.6%) 

N=5 
(35.7%) 

N=6 
(42.9%) 

N=8 
(57.1%) 

N=3 
(21.4%) 

N=4 
(28.6%) 

N=10 
(71.4%) 

N=7 
(50%) 

N=7 
(50%) 

4-Ex-
actly 
True 

N=5 
(35.7%) 

N=1 
(7.1%) 

N=9 
(64.3%) 

N=7 
(50%) 

N=6 
(42.9%) 

N=11 
(78.6%) 

N=9 
(64.3%) 

N=4 
(28.6%) 

N=6 
(42.9%) 

N=6 
(42.9%) 

Mid 1-Not at 
all True 

- - - - - - - - - - 

2-
Hardly 
True 

- N=1 
(7.1%) 

- N=1 
(7.1%) 

- - - - N=1 
(7.1%) 

- 

3-Mod-
erately 
True 

N=7 
(50%) 

N=9 
(64.3%) 

N=4 
(28.6%) 

N=5 
(35.7%) 

N=7 
(50%) 

N=3 
21.4%) 

N=5 
(35.7%) 

N=4 
(28.6%) 

N=2 
(14.3%) 

N=7 
(50%) 

4-Ex-
actly 
True 

N=7 
(50%) 

N=4 
(28.6%) 

N=10 
(71.4%) 

N=8 
(57.1%) 

N=7 
(50%) 

N=10 
(71.4%) 

N=9 
(64.3%) 

N=10 
(71.4%) 

N=11 
(78.6%) 

N=7 
(50%) 

Post 1-Not at 
all True 

- - - - - - - - - - 

2-
Hardly 
True 

- N=2 
(14.3%) 

- - - - - - - - 

3-Mod-
erately 
True 

N=3 
21.4%) 

N=8 
(57.1%) 

N=4 
(28.6%) 

N=5 
(35.7%) 

N=5 
(35.7%) 

N=1 
(7.1%) 

N=4 
(28.6%) 

N=4 
(28.6%) 

N=4 
(28.6%) 

N=6 
(42.9%) 

4-Ex-
actly 
True 

N=11 
(78.6%) 

N=4 
(28.6%) 

N=10 
(71.4%) 

N=9 
(64.3%) 

N=9 
(64.3%) 

N=13 
(92.9%) 

N=10 
(71.4%) 

N=10 
(71.4%) 

N=10 
(71.4%) 

N=8 
(57.1%) 

Note: N=14 

 

 

Table 7. Frequencies and percentage of Cohort B participants 
endorsing perceived self-efficacy 

Cohort B Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 
Pre 1-Not at 

all True 
- - - - - - N=1 

(8.3%) 
- - - 

2-Hardly 
True 

- - - N=1 
(8.3%) 

- - N=1 
(8.3%) 

N=1 
(8.3%) 

N=1 
(8.3%) 

N=2 
(16.7%

) 
3-Moder-
ately True 

N=6 
(50%) 

N=10 
(83.3%) 

N=10 
(83.3%) 

N=6 
(50%) 

N=6 
(50%) 

N=4 
(33.3%) 

N=2 
(16.7%) 

N=5 
(41.7%) 

N=5 
(41.7%) 

N=4 
(33.3%

) 
4-Exactly 

True 
N=6 
(50%) 

N=2 
(16.7%) 

N=2 
(16.7%) 

N=5 
(41.7%) 

N=5 
(41.7%) 

N=8 
(66.7%) 

N=8 
(66.7%) 

N=6 
(50%) 

N=6 
(50%) 

N=6 
(50%) 
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Cohort B Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 
Mid 1-Not at 

all True 
- - - - - - - - - - 

2-Hardly 
True 

- - N=2 
(16.7%) 

- - - N=1 
(8.3%) 

- - - 

3-Moder-
ately True 

N=6 
(50%) 

N=9 
(75%) 

N=5 
(41.7%) 

N=6 
(50%) 

N=9 
(75%) 

N=7 
(58.3%) 

N=5 
(41.7%) 

N=9 
(75%) 

N=9 
(75%) 

N=9 
(75%) 

4-Exactly 
True 

N=4 
(33.3
%) 

N=1 
(8.3%) 

N=3 
(25%) 

N=4 
(33.3%) 

N=1 
(8.3%) 

N=3 
(25%) 

N=4 
(33.3%) 

N=1 
(8.3%) 

N=1 
(8.3%) 

N=1 
(8.3%) 

Post 1-Not at 
all True 

- - - - - - - - - - 

2-Hardly 
True 

- - - - - - - - - - 

3-Moder-
ately True 

N=4 
(33.3
%) 

N=6 
(50%) 

N=4 
(33.3%) 

N=6 
(50%) 

N=5 
(41.7%) 

N=2 
(16.7%) 

N=3 
(25%) 

N=4 
(33.3%) 

N=5 
(41.7%) 

N=5 
(41.7%

) 
4-Exactly 

True 
N=7 
(58.3
%) 

N=5 
(41.7%) 

N=7 
(58.3%) 

N=5 
(41.7%) 

N=6 
(50%) 

N=9 
(75%) 

N=8 
(66.7%) 

N=7 
(58.3%) 

N=6 
(50%) 

N=6 
(50%) 

Note: N=12 

Table 8. Frequencies and percentage of Cohort C participants 
endorsing perceived self-efficacy 

Cohort C Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 
Pre 1-Not 

at all 
True 

- - N=1 
(5.9%) 

- - - N=1 
(5.9%) 

- - - 

2-
Hardly 
True 

- N=3 
(17.6%) 

N=2 
(11.8%) 

N=3 
(17.6%) 

N=2 
(11.8%) 

- - N=1 
(5.9%) 

N=2 
(11.8%) 

N=1 
(5.9%) 

3-
Mod-
erately 
True 

N=6 
(35.3%) 

N=9 
(52.9%) 

N=6 
(35.3%) 

N=8 
(47.1%) 

N=9 
(52.9%) 

N=4 
(23.5%) 

N=4 
(23.5%) 

N=6 
(35.3%) 

N=4 
(23.5%) 

N=6 
(35.3%) 

4-Ex-
actly 
True 

N=6 
(58.8%) 

N=4 
(23.5%) 

N=7 
(41.2%) 

N=5 
(29.4%) 

N=5 
(29.4%) 

N=12 
(70.6%) 

N=11 
(64.7%) 

N=9 
(52.9%) 

N=10 
(58.8%) 

N=9 
(52.9%) 

Mid 1-Not 
at all 
True 

- - - - - - N=1 
(5.9%) 

- - - 

2-
Hardly 
True 

- N=4 
(23.5%) 

N=1 
(5.9%) 

N=2 
(11.8%) 

N=1 
(5.9%) 

- - N=1 
(5.9%) 

N=1 
(5.9%) 

N=1 
(5.9%) 

3-
Mod-
erately 
True 

N=5 
(29.4%) 

N=9 
(52.9%) 

N=12 
(70.6%) 

N=8 
(47.1%) 

N=9 
(52.9%) 

N=6 
(35.3%) 

N=3 
(17.6%) 

N=5 
(29.4%) 

N=7 
(41.2%) 

N=7 
(41.2%) 

4-Ex-
actly 
True 

N=12 
(70.6%) 

N=4 
(23.5%) 

N=4 
(23.5%) 

N=7 
(41.2%) 

N=7 
(41.2%) 

N=10 
(58.8%) 

N=13 
(76.5%) 

N=11 
(64.7%) 

N=9 
(52.9%) 

N=9 
(52.9%) 

Post 1-Not 
at all 
True 

- - - - - - - - - - 

2-
Hardly 
True 

- N=1 
(5.9%) 

N=1 
(5.9%) 

N=1 
(5.9%) 

- - - - - - 

3-
Mod-
erately 
True 

N=5 
(29.4%) 

N=13 
(76.5%) 

N=10 
(58.8%) 

N=8 
(47.1%) 

N=9 
(52.9%) 

N=3 
(17.6%) 

N=5 
(29.4%) 

N=4 
(23.5%) 

N=6 
(35.3%) 

N=6 
(35.3%) 

4-Ex-
actly 
True 

N=12 
(70.6%) 

N=3 
(17.6%) 

N=6 
(35.3%) 

N=8 
(47.1%) 

N=8 
(47.1%) 

N=14 
(82.4%) 

N=12 
(70.6%) 

N=13 
(76.5%) 

N=11 
(64.7%) 

N=11 
(64.7%) 

Note: N=17 
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THEMES 
The open-ended questions in the survey measure yielded narrative responses that were coded into 
four overarching themes to include: Social Support, Academic Challenges, Discipline, Effort, and 
Motivation, and Personal Challenges based on patterns and trends in the findings. 

Social support 
The overarching theme of Social Support resulted from the interpretation of the data generated to 
explore what factors contribute to or hinder the development of scholarly practitioner researcher 
skills as doctoral students transition through their educational leadership preparation program. This 
theme was significant for a large number of students believing the importance of needed support by 
faculty, dissertation chair and committee members, student peers, external friends, and family. For 
example, many students acknowledged the benefit of multiple support personnel in their graduate-
level experience in order for them to be successful in their coursework. One student reported: 

I am confident I have or will gain the knowledge, skills, and abilities, to be successful in my 
coursework. I know I have the faculty and resources available to assist me when I need help. 
I also have my cohort to rely upon when I face a challenge. 

Another commented on the importance of encouragement both within and outside of academia: “I 
have been provided much support at home, as well as through the program. I should have little trou-
ble being successful with this support system.” Further, a few students noted that not only support 
by these members in accessible resources but an opportunity for a candid relationship, open to feed-
back, criticism, and ‘intentional guidance from experts’, is favorable for advantageous scholarly re-
search. For example, one student reported they believe they can find success in their dissertation and 
scholarly research by “being sure to have a strong team formed that will provide open and honest 
feedback, guidance, and suggestion during the writing process.” Another student further supported 
the importance of intentional relationships by noting their dissertation success will be attributable to 
“developing a solid relationship with [their] chair and other committee members...and taking owner-
ship about the success of the project.” 

Although many students report the benefits of support systems, some students indicated these same 
support networks may expectedly or unexpectedly provide hindrances to their scholarly research or 
dissertation work ethic and motivation. Students note difficulties with time management between ac-
ademic, occupational, and family obligations such as caring for ill family members, and experiencing 
guilt for not spending as much time with family members. One student who disclosed having a sick 
parent shared: 

This has become harder to balance as things progress. Additionally, changes at work have 
resulted in longer hours and additional responsibilities which have made it challenging. I also 
have guilt about not being around for my husband and son.  

Even with these impediments, one student reported they expect “typical impediments of family and 
career, but these impediments are not reasons to give up on this degree.” 

Academic challenges  
The overarching theme of Academic Challenges resulted from the interpretation of the data gener-
ated to explore what factors contribute to or hinder the development of scholarly practitioner re-
searcher skills as doctoral students transition through their educational leadership preparation pro-
gram. There were a wide range of personal challenges related to academia in terms of the doctoral 
program requirements mentioned in survey responses. These academic challenges include American 
Psychological Association (APA) format, writing skills, and ability to find relevant research. One stu-
dent remarked, “I am most concerned with just finding enough research. Research in my field is 
quite limited, so I worry about having enough.” In addition, students noted concerns with their 
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committees, including scheduling difficulties and having sufficient time for regular meetings. Addi-
tionally, uncertainty of the process was mentioned. For example, one student stated “There is still so 
much that I am unfamiliar with, regarding this process. I haven't experienced anything like this so it 
is all new to me and that makes me nervous.” Another student noted:  

It may be challenging to maintain focus on my primary research topic to ensure it is concrete 
and not bring in other elements not needed. The next steps in the process of developing 
methods, IRB, committee members and others can be potential challenges.  

In terms of timeline, another student said: 

I foresee possible challenges adhering to the timeline due to items that may not be in my 
control like IRB approval, changes in committee members, and etc. However, I am trying 
really hard to create a realistic timeline and get items for IRB completed in advance and be 
ready for my pre-prospectus defense to continue moving the process in the appropriate di-
rection. 

Discipline, effort, and motivation 
The overarching theme of Discipline, Effort, and Motivation resulted from the interpretation of the 
data generated to explore what factors contribute to or hinder the development of scholarly practi-
tioner researcher skills as doctoral students transition through their educational leadership prepara-
tion program. Many students reported the need for structured discipline to encourage time manage-
ment and consistency in their research process. Specifically, one student reported, “At this point, it is 
about discipline, managing my time well, and saying ‘no.’ ” Comparatively, another stated, “I believe 
the key to my success in this area will be setting a schedule for myself and sticking to it. I generally 
am very disciplined and can even become unnecessarily rigid with my time.” Additionally, students 
indicated the need to maintain internal drive, “putting forth effort, following instructions, motiva-
tions and not being afraid to seek assistance from faculty” in order to successfully complete the nu-
merous steps of scholarly research. Another student commented on a need for the combination of 
discipline and motivation to achieve their goals and not feel defeated in this process, “...Time. I need 
to maintain my focus, enthusiasm, and drive. At our convocation, someone mentioned ‘dragging the 
anchor’. I really enjoyed that, as sometimes (usually towards the end of the term) I feel like I have an 
anchor.” 

Personal challenges  
The overarching theme of Personal Challenges resulted from the interpretation of the data generated 
to explore what factors contribute to or hinder the development of scholarly practitioner researcher 
skills as doctoral students transition through their educational leadership preparation program. Over-
whelmingly, many students reported challenges outside of school to include balancing school, re-
search, full-time jobs, and family responsibilities. Time management becomes a major challenge to 
these students when balancing many moving parts in their lives. One student reported this difficulty 
with time management to be his primary concern: 

Time.  As with most (if not all) of us, I have a full-time job, I am a dad, I am a husband, and 
I have other social and familial obligations. I need to manage my time much better than I am 
accustomed to, but I know I can do it. I just have to constantly keep the goal in my sights. 

Multiple students responded that family is first and foremost; however, this decision may hinder their 
research progress. Specifically, one student wrote, “My family is my primary impediment. They truly 
are a priority over this program, and my career. Sometime I do not put forward my best school work 
simply because I've made the intentional decision to serve my family.” Furthermore, holding a sched-
ule of consistently overwhelming demands can lead to additional concerns, in turn, creating a vicious 
cycle for many students. Regarding this, one student stated: 
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Mostly my challenges are outside of the classroom. My work schedule, while I work the tra-
ditional "9-5", I have a lot more responsibilities on my plate currently that calls for additional 
hours past the standard university operating hours. This becomes a challenge because the 
added stress and time needed to do my job outside of the office sometimes poses an issue 
with my school responsibilities. Additionally, I believe that my mental health is a challenge at 
times in completing coursework and scholarly research because sometimes I just struggle (I 
am getting help).” 

Few students noted unexpected circumstances that cause challenges such as: 

Of course, a balance of work, school, family, and other unexpected factors can be a chal-
lenge when completing coursework. This past year my challenges have been linked to recov-
ering from foot surgery and adjusting to the unexpected death of my uncle. However, I was 
able to overcome these impediments and continue to strive towards my goals. 

Similarly, another student mentioned that many challenges and external circumstances may cause 
great impediments to his research progress; however, they noted still have the drive to continue pro-
gressing in their studies, “Typical impediments of family and career, but these impediments are not 
reasons to give up on this degree.” 

PROPOSED MODEL OF SELF-EFFICACY & SCHOLARLY 
PRACTITIONER RESEARCH 
Acknowledging the development of scholarly practitioner research skills are impacted by students’ 
self-efficacy, the qualitative findings from our open-ended questions led us to believe the importance 
of both internal program and external factors on student success. We found self-efficacy is influ-
enced by the convergence of four themes/factors: 1) Social support, 2) Academic Challenges, 3) Dis-
cipline, Effort, and Motivation, and 4) Personal challenges. To that end, we believe the relationship 
between self-efficacy (and these factors) is inextricably linked to the development of doctoral stu-
dents’ research skills as scholarly practitioners (Figure 1). As students’ self-efficacy increases, we 
ought to see an increase in the development of their research skills. 

 
 
 

 

 
Figure 1. Proposed self-efficacy model on scholarly practitioner research 
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DISCUSSION   
We see “growth” from pre- to post-assessment of self-efficacy, but the gains are minimal. Con-
versely, we predicted doctoral students’ self-efficacy would fluctuate throughout the progression of 
their program as they faced varied challenges; however, this did not occur. Although there was minor 
growth from pre-, mid-, to post-assessment for students, overall students reported growth in their 
perceived self-efficacy regarding their confidence and abilities to develop as scholarly practitioner re-
searchers and resolve problems arising across this process. This trend was apparent when evaluating 
all participants collectively, as well as analyzing between the three cohorts surveyed. Overall, students 
reported the highest levels of self-efficacy in their ability to solve problems if they invest the neces-
sary effort, ability to remain calm when facing difficulties due to their coping abilities, and ability to 
manage and solve difficult problems if they try hard enough. However, across cohorts, there was a 
variety of responses for items related to students believing they progressed in their confidence and 
abilities in scholarly practitioner research over the years of their doctoral program. However, these 
findings were in opposition to previous findings in the literature suggesting doctoral students experi-
ence a level of uncertainty about their capabilities leading to procrastination or non-attempts of diffi-
cult tasks (Wao & Onwuegbuzie, 2011). This procrastination and avoidance of approaching goals is 
heavily related to education students commonly experiencing “imposter phenomenon” or believing 
they are lacking in capability and competence, which can be impairing to scholarly productivity 
(Wester et al., 2020). This could be that our students started with high self-efficacy to begin with or 
perhaps they are overconfident in their capabilities upon the start of their doctoral journey, compara-
tive to results found by Matheka and colleagues (2020). We suspect educational leadership programs 
by nature attract students with high self-efficacy; however, as students fail to progress in an adequate 
manner, we believe self-efficacy scores were inflated and, as a program, we need to identify what stu-
dents feel capable of when they are not performing at levels acceptable for doctoral work. Although 
reporting of high-efficacy in doctoral students is a program goal, constantly high perceptions can be 
indicative of too low of expectations. Possibly, our doctoral program was not as rigorous as intended 
and did not allow for considerable growth in students’ abilities, as seen in other schools of education 
(Maranto et al., 2010; Porfilio & Strom, 2019; Zirkel, 2012). In turn, faculty and administrators may 
consider increasing the rigor moving forward and continue to redesign our program for improve-
ment (Perrone & Tucker, 2019). As faculty supporters, we need to examine our admissions criteria 
and see if we are admitting qualified students who seek to earn a terminal degree. Given the enroll-
ment challenges of universities to admit more students to attain more revenue, perhaps we need to 
consider if we are serving as a “doctoral mill” for students underprepared for the tasks of doctoral 
work, specifically in the areas of scholarly practitioner research and in the future include academic 
writing self-efficacy, as writing was noted numerous times as a hindrance to progression. Certainly, as 
faculty who chair these doctoral committees, these challenges are at the forefront of what we do to 
ensure our students are successful as weeding out unqualified students is a point of much contention 
at institutions of higher education faced with drastic budget cuts, placing the focus on enrollment 
management. 

Four overarching narrative themes were identified as Social Support, Academic Challenges, Disci-
pline, Effort, and Motivation, and Personal Challenges. For example, one of the challenges noted was 
having the ability to develop efficient time management skills to balance academic, occupational, fa-
milial, and other personal responsibilities. Along with feeling as though time is limited, students ex-
pressed concerns about having basic tools to fuel their research, including motivation, discipline, and 
comfortability in implementing boundaries in their school and work lives. Additionally, students dis-
closed having concerns of difficulties outside of their control, such as awaiting IRB approval, sched-
uling within faculty’s availability, and changes in committee members. Comparative to Lachance et 
al.’s (2020) understanding of how relationships can influence students’ self-efficacy, many partici-
pants expressed the availability of and comfortability to seek out mentoring roles through faculty, 
dissertation chair, committee members, and student peers while being open to feedback and guidance 
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was of the utmost importance when learning to progress through potential roadblocks of scholarly 
research (Hill & Conceição, 2020; Kainz et al., 2018; Maul et al., 2018, Storms et al., 2011, Young et 
al., 2019). Further, although some students expressed having the pressure to maintain their personal 
relationships to a high degree with family members and friends outside of the program, as many stu-
dents believe these individuals were also great sources of comfort and support (Cornwall et al., 2019; 
Sverdlik et al., 2018). Based on this narrative feedback, we as a program need to identify evidence-
based strategies to aid students in timely progression through to degree completion, specifically in the 
areas of scholarly practitioner research and academic writing. We learned there are a number of chal-
lenges internal to the doctoral program that we may be able to control for, but it would be remiss not 
to note there are also several external challenges impacting time to degree completion that warrant 
further research via empirical research from the students who are navigating these programs.  

LIMITATIONS 
A limitation in our study was the small sample size, however, it should be noted that the data were 
attained from all students from which we had pre-assessment, mid-assessment, and post-post-assess-
ment data from the survey utilized in this study. In addition, our maximum number of students ad-
mitted into each annual cohort is 20. However, the researchers do intend to continue to gather longi-
tudinal data and look further at self-efficacy as scholarly practitioner researchers over the course of 
our program. 

CONCLUSION 
Educational leadership and related doctoral programs should consider using a scholarly practitioner 
research approach. This focus may lead to faster rates of degree completion and better prepare stu-
dents to solve problems of practice in their practitioner settings. While the results are promising in 
support of evidence-based practices to prepare scholarly practitioner researchers, maintaining or 
strengthening high levels of self-efficacy may also prove impactful, thus warranting further research. 
Ensuring high levels of self-efficacy may enable students to complete their dissertation sooner due to 
the perception they are capable of program completion and in turn, better prepare students to serve 
as scholarly practitioner researchers based on high levels of self-efficacy. Future research should con-
tinue longitudinally to examine self-efficacy from the lens of a scholarly practitioner researcher to 
better understand how this shapes doctoral students’ efforts and capabilities in their doctoral work 
from admission to program completion. We as faculty supporters need to better understand how 
self-efficacy is impacting progression. More specifically, we must determine if the need for higher 
self-efficacy may be the factor, or rather it may be all educational leadership students come to the ta-
ble with high self-efficacy, and develop an understanding of how to provide rigor in our programs 
that may shape the evolution of self-efficacy across the program.  
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APPENDIX. EDD PROGRAM COMPLETION FACTOR SURVEY: 
GENERAL SELF-EFFICACY (GSE) SCALE 

  1- Not at all 
True 

2- Hardly 
True 

3- Moderately 
True 

4- Exactly 
True 

Q1. In terms of scholarly re-
search, I can always man-
age to solve difficult prob-
lems if I try hard enough. 

        �         �         �         � 

Q2. In terms of scholarly re-
search, if someone opposes 
me, I can find the means 
and ways to get what I 
want. 

        �         �         �         � 

Q3. In terms of scholarly re-
search, it is easy for me to 
stick to my aims and ac-
complish my goals. 

        �         �         �         � 

Q4. In terms of scholarly re-
search, I am confident that 
I could deal efficiently with 
unexpected events. 

        �         �         �         � 

Q5. In terms of scholarly re-
search, thanks to my re-
sourcefulness, I know how 
to handle unforeseen situa-
tions. 

        �         �         �         � 

Q6. In terms of scholarly re-
search, I can solve most 
problems if I invest the 
necessary effort.  

        �         �         �         � 

Q7. In terms of scholarly re-
search, I can remain calm 

        �         �         �         � 
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  1- Not at all 
True 

2- Hardly 
True 

3- Moderately 
True 

4- Exactly 
True 

when facing difficulties be-
cause I can rely on my cop-
ing abilities. 

Q8. In terms of scholarly re-
search, When I am con-
fronted with a problem, I 
can usually find several so-
lutions. 

        �         �         �         � 

Q9. In terms of scholarly re-
search, If I am in trouble, I 
can usually think of a solu-
tion. 

        �         �         �         � 

Q10. In terms of scholarly re-
search, I can usually handle 
whatever comes my way. 

        �         �         �         � 

Q11. Discuss your thoughts about being able to be successful in your coursework scholarly research? 

Q12. Discuss what factors will be impediments or challenges to completing your coursework schol-
arly research? 

Q13. Discuss your thoughts about being able to be successful in your dissertation scholarly research? 

Q14. Discuss any challenges that you may anticipate in completing your dissertation scholarly re-
search? 
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