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The Nature of a Successful 
Online Professional Doctorate

ABSTRACT

This chapter provides a case study of a wholly online professional doctorate in Teacher Education that 
has been running successfully since 2003 within the School of Education at the University of Nottingham, 
UK. It begins with both the background and context in which the development took place—this covers 
the team involved and identifies the drivers that led to this innovative course. The main body of the 
chapter focuses on the course itself, which was constructed collaboratively through written reflections of 
the team. This illuminates the reasons for its success as measured by healthy recruitment, high student 
evaluation scores, and high retention and completion rates. The pedagogic rationale for the design of 
one module involving collaborative knowledge creation is presented with some student reactions to this. 
Six student voices are then presented, which provide an insight into the value of the course. This leads 
to a consideration of the current context and the new challenges facing the course.

BACKGROUND

This chapter provides a case study of a wholly 
online professional doctorate in Teacher Educa-
tion, that has been running successfully since 2003 
within the School of Education at the University 
of Nottingham, UK. It begins with both the back-
ground and context in which the development took 
place—this covers the team involved and identifies 
the drivers that led to this innovative course. The 

main body of the chapter focuses on the course it-
self which was constructed collaboratively through 
written reflections of the team. This illuminates 
the reasons for its success as measured by healthy 
recruitment, high student evaluation scores and 
high retention and completion rates. The pedagogic 
rationale for the design of one module involving 
collaborative knowledge creation is presented 
together with some student reactions to this. Six 
student voices are then presented which provide 
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an insight into the value of the course. This leads 
to a consideration of the current context and the 
new challenges facing the course.

The University of Nottingham is a traditional 
campus-based, research-intensive higher educa-
tion institution, attracting a mix of international, 
EU and home students. It should be therefore 
unsurprising that the course was originally in-
tended to be delivered wholly face-to-face and 
on campus. The drivers for the course in itself 
relate to the particular context within the School of 
Education in the 1990s. Initial Teacher Education 
(ITE) had previously become primarily university 
based in the UK, but a variety of school based and 
partnership models were also being piloted. This 
signalled a period of rapid change in ITE acceler-
ated by Government imposition of competence and 
then standards frameworks and an emphasis on 
diversity of provision with a focus on an increased 
participation in ITE by schools themselves. This 
called for some radical rethinking in relation to 
the nature of the ITE curriculum within Schools of 
Education, as well as the support for student teach-
ers in school and the role of the university tutor and 
school based mentor. Teacher Education became 
an important research area in itself. There was a 
need to explore issues relating to these changes 
in policy and practice in different contexts and 
to explore methodologies for this research. ITE 
providers at the time were recruiting experienced 
teachers to lead this provision many of whom had 
little research experience. The expectation within 
the University of Nottingham and elsewhere was 
that all academic staff were to be research active 
and there was an increasing requirement for ITE 
staff to hold doctoral degrees. The reality was that 
many teacher educators in the UK and globally 
did not hold this qualification and many were not 
research active and this did not fit well within a 
University culture. This, combined with a pressure 
to increase international student numbers, led the 
Head of the School of Education at the time to 
include an Professional Doctorate in Teacher Edu-
cation course within a campus-based, part-time 

professional doctoral programme. This was to be 
delivered primarily through a one week residential 
experience and paper-based distance self-study. 
There were to be four taught modules studied over 
two years followed by a two year period of research 
leading to examination by thesis and viva. The 
Professional Doctorate in Teacher Education was 
to be designed and delivered by members of the 
ITE staff, but at the time the course leader was a 
newly appointed Senior Lecturer with a TESOL 
background and some experience of developing 
distance education materials. Because the medium 
for the course was going to be English it was felt 
that many of the potential recruits would be likely 
to be international teacher educators who were 
training English language teachers and so this 
appointment seemed appropriate.

As it turned out, the course leader was seconded 
to another university shortly after course approval 
was obtained and this left the need to establish 
the course team and this is discussed in the next 
section. The face-to-face course initially recruited 
poorly yet it was clear there was a demand for this 
qualification. In fact there were large numbers 
of enquiries about the course, but the high cost 
coupled with the need to visit the UK for a face-
to-face module made it unattractive. A four year 
part-time distance PhD was a less costly option, 
though seemingly less attractive from a student 
experience perspective. The story of how the 
face-to-face course became an online one unfolds 
in the next section.

SETTING THE STAGE

The team developing the online course consisted 
of the four authors, all of whom were experienced 
secondary school teachers; as ITE tutors they 
specialised in Modern Languages, Science and 
Geography. Importantly all were experienced in 
working internationally and were involved in using 
new learning technologies to enhance teaching and 
learning. One of the team had been instrumental in 
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