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Clean on the outside? Professional doctoral students researching practice, or washing dirty linen?
We are exercised by tensions in researching our own practice at doctoral level.  We are both experienced academics in HE and we have both completed EdDs. This paper is intended to raise issues with a view to in the longer term contributing to a literature that supports professional doctoral students’ methodologies.  This is an area of need since current practitioner research literature is oriented largely towards M-level.
       Challenges in integrating professional and academic knowledge are addressed by Scott et al (2004). We believe that doctoral students may be further compromised by the insider nature of their research. In professional settings, ‘research’ is a very seductive word, conveying as it does the use of considered and thoughtful intelligence to analysing problems and seeking a means of moving forwards in addressing them.  Many practitioners take an action-oriented approach to their projects, yet Carr & Kemmis (2005) argued recently that action research loses it criticality as practitioners lose autonomy. It seems ironic that one of the most difficult boundaries in higher education itself is between practice and research.  Yet it is this boundary that professional doctoral students are expected to navigate successfully.
      Tensions may arise from ethical issues, position in employing organisations, relationships with the other participants in the projects, any practitioner responsibilities that exist with respect to employing institutional aims and mission, and how these connect with the necessary criticality of position required for a successful thesis. Frequently professional doctorate research is insider research, and whilst access to research participants may be very privileged, it is also likely that institutional or professional circumstances may affect the inquiry and subsequent writing up, sometimes adversely.  Professional doctoral students must also live in their workplace with the consequences of doing research/being a researcher and early anecdotes suggest that sometimes these consequences are extreme.
      At the time of writing this abstract we have discussed these issues informally with people connected to practitioner research at doctoral level, either through being a student or through supervision and/or examination.  We will now develop this research by interviewing current professional doctoral students and practitioners who completed professional doctorates recently in Education and in Social Work.  We ask:

1. How does practitioners’ research on the professional doctorate relate to practitioners’ work?

2. What benefits of insider research do practitioner doctoral students experience?

3. What challenges do insider research pose to practitioner doctoral students?

      This next phase is to be conducted with care so as not to exploit or compromise our informants. We will interview a theoretical sample of 12 people, identified through previous research by Heath (2006) to exemplify a range of positions of professional doctoral students: men and women teaching in schools, FE and HE at different levels of seniority; and social workers.
      We aim to build theory by developing a phenomenology of the student experience of research as a professional doctoral student. The paper, which is intended to promote discussion, will include case studies exemplifying the issues involved including our own methodological and ethical challenges. If, as we suspect may happen, methodological themes become distinct from experiential themes, these will be considered separately.
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