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Introduction 
 

Historically, the dissertation has been considered the capstone experience in a studentÕs 
academic career. It stands as an original piece of work identifying the student as an expert on a 
topic in a specific field. 
 

Saint JosephÕs UniversityÕs Interdisciplinary Doctor of Education Program for 
Educational Leaders (IDEPEL) is a vibrant community dedicated to enhancing the theory and 
practice of educational leadership. In the IDEPEL, the dissertation should be a significant piece 
of work that demonstrates the cohort memberÕs skills as a researcher, communicator, and 
innovative leader. It should encompass the skills and knowledge that participants have gained 
from their course work and practica experiences. Cohort members are strongly encouraged to 
build upon previous work where feasible and desirable. 

 
Disser tation Expectations 
 

To integrate the investigation of theoretical constructs with the development of leadership 
practice, IDEPEL cohort members and program faculty begin discussing the identification and 
inquiry of important research questions during the Professional Seminar when cohort members 
and faculty first assemble. The focus continues throughout the professional strands and the 
applied research coursework. 
 

Program coursework, including the Advanced Research Design course and the Proposal 
Writing and Dissertation Seminar, prepares each cohort member to develop a draft dissertation 
proposal. As this draft proposal is being prepared, the student is in a position to attract a 
dissertation committee to support his or her research interests. This opportunity is in contrast to 
many traditional doctoral programs, which allow doctoral students to begin dissertation work 
only after those studentsÕ complete comprehensive or qualifying examinations. 
  

IDEPEL supports each cohort memberÕs research interests through the programÕs 
structure. The cohort member seeks faculty members and eligible practitioners to comprise the 
dissertation committee. The decision to serve on the committee is based on the potential 
committee memberÕs interest in, and expertise regarding, the cohort memberÕs research interest 
and dissertation question.  At this point in the dissertation process, faculty members and eligible 
practitioners indicate intent to serve.  In some instances, the early development of the dissertation 
proposal enables a cohort member to begin data collection and analysis while still engaged in 
coursework and practica experiences, thus attributing even more relevance to their studies. After 
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the preliminary dissertation proposal is completed and a formal overview of the proposal is 
reviewed and approved by the dissertation committee, the cohort member may complete work on 
the dissertation. 
 
Planning for the Disser tation 
 

Although all of the steps taken in the development and completion of various research 
papers apply to the dissertation, there are several differences. One difference lies in the depth and 
scope of the work; a second lies in the amount of time it will take to implement and assess the 
project. 
 

Since the dissertation experience is worth 12 credits, it is reasonable to expect that a 
dissertation will take at least a year to complete.  Another difference is the fact that a dissertation 
must be defended orally by its author before a committee composed of faculty members and 
expert practitioners. This defense is a public event open to members of the IDEPEL community 
and the Saint JosephÕs faculty at large. 
 

A cohort member in IDEPEL cannot wait until the last moment to begin planning a 
dissertation. As one enters the program, thought should be given to identifying important 
research questions about which the cohort member has a burning interest. The cohort member 
must consider such factors as available resources, timeliness, accessibility, logistics, scheduling, 
and personnel. Preliminary planning and contingency planning are encouraged, since planning is 
considered to be a requisite to good leadership. 
 

We encourage cohort members to ask IDEPEL faculty questions about this process. This 
includes the director, advisors, other faculty members, fellow cohort members, and participants 
from other cohorts. The task may seem daunting, but members of the IDEPEL community of 
scholars will address it together. 
 
The Disser tation Proposal 
 

The dissertation proposal is a working contract between a cohort member and the 
committee. Once approved, the cohort member will be expected to complete the dissertation as 
specified in the proposal, unless the cohort member and members of the committee mutually 
agree to a change. Therefore, it is especially important for the cohort member to make the 
proposal as complete and detailed as is possible. The proposal is a major piece of work. In some 
ways it is more difficult to complete than the dissertation itself. The proposal incorporates all of 
the cohort memberÕs work in reviewing the literature and planning the research. Implementing 
the dissertation and writing the report should be more straightforward than the effort expended in 
the planning and development that must be done prior to writing the proposal. 
 

The dissertation proposal will be independently evaluated by each member of the 
committee. The chair of the cohort memberÕs committee will normally coordinate obtaining 
approval of the proposal from the other members of the committee before or during the proposal 
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meeting. This meeting will allow the participant to describe and summarize the dissertation. 
Proposal approval by the committee is necessary before the candidate can seek approval from the 
UniversityÕs Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects in accordance with 
the prescribed form (the IRB Form) or collect data. If, however, a cohort member has completed 
the literature review and methodology chapter, then with the approval of his or her dissertation 
chair, he or she may complete the IRB Form simultaneously with preparing the proposal draft.  
The IRB Form must be signed by both the dissertation chair and the Education department head 
before it is sent for approval by the UniversityÕs Institutional Review Board. 
 

Finally, there is another reason for submitting the proposal in exceptional form; the 
cohort member should have the entire committee agree on all major aspects of the project before 
the cohort member has approval to proceed with the data collection and writing of the 
dissertationÕs final draft. Questions and concerns not completely addressed by the proposal will 
only slow the approval process and delay the time when the participant can seek IRB approval 
(where necessary) and begin implementation. 
 
The Disser tation Committee 
 

Cohort members are responsible for assembling a dissertation committee. The committee 
comprises no fewer than three members and no more than five. It is expected that the cohort 
member will attract a dissertation committee chair before approaching other prospective 
committee members, and that the dissertation committee chair will be a full-time Saint JosephÕs 
faculty member, unless written approval to the contrary is secured from the program director. 
Dissertation committee chairs who are not members of the IDEPEL faculty will be required to 
meet with the program director to review the mission and beliefs of the IDEPEL program and the 
IDEPEL dissertation guidelines. A committee comprises at least one additional faculty member 
and a relevant and appropriately credential practitioner, and at least one of the committee 
members must be a full-time member of the Saint JosephÕs University Education Department 
faculty. 
 

Prospective committee members must hold earned terminal degrees in their disciplines. 
The program director retains the prerogative of disapproving any prospective committee member 
who, in the DirectorÕs judgment, does not meet the needs of the cohort member or does not 
advance the mission and the objectives of the IDEPEL program. Any disputes arising out of the 
constitution or operations of the cohort memberÕs dissertation committee will be submitted to the 
program director. If the issue is not resolved by the program director, the cohort member may 
contact the Dean of the Graduate School and utilize the University student appeals procedure. 



 

 

IDEPEL Dissertation Guidelines 

4  
 
 

 
Sample listings of committee membersÕ responsibilities follow.  These responsibilities 

are examples only and should be tailored by individual committees to meet the specific needs of 
the cohort members. 
 
1. Responsibilities of the committee chair, typically a member of the Education department 

faculty, include but are not limited to the following items. 
¥ Mentor and assist the cohort member to clarify and refine the dissertation 

topic. 
¥ Mentor and assist the cohort member with the selection of other committee 

members. 
¥ Mentor and assist the cohort member to establish and maintain a dissertation 

time line. 
¥ Guide the cohort member through the proposal process and issue formal 

approval with the support of the other committee members. 
¥ Talk the cohort member through the structure of the respective dissertation 

chapters and assure that there is a meeting of the minds regarding expectations 
of quality. 

¥ Nurture and support the cohort memberÕs transition to an independent, action-
oriented researcher. 

¥ Encourage the cohort member to continue to contribute and share scholarly 
work with the larger professional community. 

¥ Communicate to all committee members the mission and beliefs of the 
IDEPEL program and the IDEPEL dissertation guidelines. 

 
2. The second person on the committee will be an expert in research methodology, typically 

a member of the Education department faculty. Responsibilities of the second person on 
the committee include but are not limited to the following items. 

¥ Provide support to the cohort member in the area of research methodology. 
¥ Support the committee chair in the performance of his or her responsibilities. 
¥ Insure consistency regarding research methodology. 

 
3. The third person on the committee may be a specialist with expertise in the field of study 

most closely related to the cohort memberÕs dissertation topic. It is the cohort memberÕs 
responsibility to find a qualified individual for this position in consultation with the 
chairperson. Cohort members are encouraged to recruit the committee member from 
outside Saint JosephÕs UniversityÕs Education department faculty. Responsibilities of this 
person on the committee include but are not limited to the following items.  

¥ Serve as the subject matter expert in guiding the cohort memberÕs literature 
review. 

¥ Keep the cohort member on the topic. 
¥ Advise other committee members on the importance and timeliness of the 

cohort memberÕs topic. 
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4. The fourth person on the committee may be a full-time member of the faculty of Saint 
JosephÕs University, an adjunct faculty member of the University, or a faculty member 
from another institution of higher learning, who will serve in a substantive role. The 
cohort member in consultation with the committee chair will select this member.  
Responsibilities of this person include but are not limited to the following items. 

¥ Review the dissertation proposal for educational significance or for expansion 
of knowledge in the specific content area. 

¥ Review the dissertation proposal and report and evaluate them using 
appropriate criteria. 

 
5. The fifth member of the committee may be added to fill specialized needs for the  

dissertation being prepared. 
 
Implementing the Disser tation 
 

Once the doctoral committee has accepted a dissertation proposal, a working contract 
exists between the cohort member and the committee. The thoroughness and quality of the 
proposal will determine, to a great extent, the difficulty of the implementation. A well-planned, 
detailed proposal will greatly facilitate the cohort memberÕs work. 
 

During the implementation of the dissertation, the cohort member will meet periodically 
with the chair. The number of meetings will vary from member to member, depending upon the 
nature of the project. The purpose of these meetings is to provide guidance to keep the cohort 
member on track and to offer advice and encouragement. Cohort members are advised to allow 
committee members a minimum of three weeks for review of all dissertation materials submitted, 
including the proposal and the final draft of the dissertation. The committee chair and members 
retain the prerogative of altering this requirement. 
 
The Disser tation Format 
 

Perhaps no other document that the cohort member has ever prepared will represent the 
cohort member more thoroughly or receive as much scrutiny as the dissertation. Similarly, no 
document produced by cohort members in our program will represent IDEPEL more thoroughly 
than the dissertation. Consequently, the cohort member may expect his or her writing to be 
thoroughly and critically judged. 
 

Further, it is the judgment of IDEPEL faculty that by the time the cohort member reaches 
the dissertation stage, it is the cohort memberÕs responsibility to see that the work is letter 
perfect. Papers containing writing errors may be returned to the cohort member unmarked and 
unread. 
 

The aforementioned position reflects the professionalism of Saint JosephÕs University 
Education department. IDEPEL faculty members trust that program cohort members embody the 



 

 

IDEPEL Dissertation Guidelines 

6  
 
 

same professionalism and pride. We expect the work of our cohort members, both in form and 
substance, to stand as a beacon for those wishing to improve education. 
 

The dissertation is to be written in APA style. IDEPEL has adopted the Publication 
Manual of the American Psychological Association as its publications manual. All papers, 
including the dissertation, should follow the format specified in the manual. IDEPEL faculty will 
also give direction as to specific aspects of dissertation style not covered in the APA Manual. 
 
Disser tation Outline 
 

The outline for the dissertation proposal and the dissertation are essentially identical for 
the first three chapters. The following outline is provided as a sample that may be modified by the 
dissertation committee based upon demonstrated need of the scholarly project. 
 
 
Abstract 
 
Chapter 1:  Introduction 
 
 Central theme 
 Statement of the problem 
 Purpose of the study/project 
 Need for the study/project 
 Research questions 
 Hypothesis or objectives of the project in qualitative dissertations 
 Definition of terms 
 
Chapter 2:  Review of the Literature 
 
 Introduction 
 Theoretical framework(s) underlying the research purpose 
 Thorough review of relevant empirical studies and/or qualitative research  
 Summary  
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Chapter 3:  Methodology  
 

Quantitative: 
 Research design  
 Population and sample or Participants 
 Instrumentation or qualitative research classification 
 Procedures 
 Data analysis 
 
 Qualitative: 

Research Design 
Participants 
Role of Researcher 
Information Collection 
Procedures 
Information Analysis 

 
Chapter 4:  Data Analysis and Results 
 
 Data analysis and results, organized according to the research question(s) 
  
Chapter 5:  Conclusions 
 
 Findings or interpretation of results 
 Generalizations 
 Limitations 
 Implications 
 
Disser tation Evaluation 
 

The participantÕs final dissertation draft will be submitted to all members of the cohortÕs 
committee for review and comment. The draft will be evaluated and, once the committee is 
satisfied with the basic content of the report, an oral defense will be scheduled. The cohort 
member must identify a date in which all committee members are available.  The dissertation 
committee chair will inform the Education department faculty and other members of the IDEPEL 
community of the time, date, and location of the defense at least two weeks in advance of the 
defense, and will insure that a copy of the final dissertation draft is available in the IDEPEL 
office for review. 
 
The Disser tation Defense 
 

If one has ever been in argument with several people who were arguing from limited 
experience, less knowledge, and much emotion, one knows how frustrating it can be. WouldnÕt it 
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be nice if those people knew what they were talking about? WouldnÕt it be nice if they had their 
facts straight? And wouldnÕt it be great if there were ground rules for the argument, like what 
constituted a fact in the first place? Better yet, what if they had to argue politely? And, best of 
all, what if the object wasnÕt to win the argument but to advance the idea that was the focus of 
their argument? What if we were all on the same side, and trust was the prize? WouldnÕt that be 
nice? 
 

A good dissertation defense is meant to be like that. It is hard to describe, but when it 
happens, the cohort member knows it and so does everybody else who is present. There is the 
feeling that the cohort member in the dissertation defense pushes an argument to the edge and a 
little beyond. When the dust settles, the participants come away with more insight into an 
interesting question and, along the way, also gain a new doctoral colleague. 
 

However, before the cohort member becomes a new doctoral colleague, he or she will 
spend a good deal of time with the committee chair preparing the defense. It is during this time 
that the cohort member will appreciate all the hard work put into the literature review, the 
methodology, the analysis of the data, and the thought that the cohort member gave to other 
perspectives as the discussion chapter was written. 
 

The cohort member should plan to begin the defense with a brief power point 
presentation of the overview of the problem and research questions (approximately 15 minutes). 
The cohort memberÕs chair will then generally ask the first question. The purpose of this format 
is to give the cohort member a smooth transition from presentation to discussion mode and set 
the tone for the questioning to follow. 
 

Each member of the dissertation committee will have questions for the cohort member. 
The cohort member should be able to anticipate those questions. Beyond that, the cohort member 
may be asked other questions from people attending the defense. The defense is an open event 
publicized on campus. A faculty representative may be included from outside the Education 
department to serve as a non-voting member of the committee and to participate in the final 
deliberation of the committee to determine whether and under what circumstances to recommend 
the awarding of the Ed.D. Degree. 
 

When it appears that the questioning has run its natural course, the dissertation committee 
chair will make some concluding remarks and thank everyone for attending. The cohort member, 
and any others present who do not serve on the dissertation committee, will then be asked to 
leave the room. There will follow the longest five to ten minutes of the cohort memberÕs life, 
after which the cohort member will be asked to re-enter the room. At this point, the dissertation 
committee chairperson reports the final decision of the dissertation defense to the cohort 
member.  The committee will very often find some minor changes that members believe will 
strengthen the dissertation. The cohort member will be asked to make those changes before 
committee members officially sign-off on the dissertation. 
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When all of the committee signatures are secured, and assuming all other IDEPEL 
program obligations are completed, the cohort member will be able to append the title ÒDr.Ó to 
the his or her name. We also strongly encourage cohort members to join in the formal graduation 
ceremony.  Having oneÕs dissertation committee chairperson place a doctoral hood over oneÕs 
head in front of family, friends, and colleagues is a wonderful event and one that should be 
experienced. 
 
Continued Enrollment 
 

While it is hoped that cohort members complete dissertations within the four-year 
program timeline, individual cohort members may annually petition the program director through 
the dissertation committee chairperson for a one-year extension. Such an extension may be 
granted provided there is sufficient evidence of progress toward dissertation completion. If an 
extension is granted, the cohort member is expected to continue enrollment in three credits of 
Dissertation Study per semester. In no case will more than three yearsÕ extension be considered.  
All cohort members must complete all the program requirements within seven years of entrance 
into the program. 
 

A final signed copy of the bound dissertation must be placed in the IDEPEL office and 
the dissertation must be registered with Dissertation Abstracts International. Application forms 
and directions are available in the library.  As a show of appreciation, participants usually 
present each member of their committee with a bound copy of their dissertation. 
 

 
 


