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This paper is a collaborative effort among four doctoral students in a community college 
leadership EdD program that presents an overall assessment about the closed-cohort delivery 
model that utilizes unique hybrid delivery methods and instructional strategies. The paper 
focuses on participant viewpoints about the effectiveness of the program’s leadership learning 
and scholar-practitioner development activities. 
 
As a result of impending retirement of experienced community college leaders, community 
colleges must replenish their pool of prospective new leaders by implementing effective 
programs designed to prepare leaders for the future in community college administration 
(Amey, 2005; Romero, 2004; Shultz, 2001).  The number of programs focused on community 
colleges and leadership are not prevalent nor well researched (Hull & Keim, 2007).  Current 
literature argues that programs in higher education that are available do not meet the needs of 
today’s community colleges (Hammons & Miller, 2005; Herron & Major, 2004). Therefore, new 
doctoral programs with emphasis on community college leadership are in great demand.  
 
This paper describes components of a recently implemented Doctor of Education (EdD) 
program through a partnership between the University of Kentucky (UK) and the Kentucky 
Community and Technical College System (KCTCS). We are students in that program who 
decided to participate because it promised to be innovative, relevant, and team-oriented 
consistent with the skills required for community college administrators. We wanted a program 
that was quality driven and designed to prepare leaders for the multiple, often conflicting, 
missions of community and technical colleges in our state. Our assessment of this EdD program 
is based on recent studies that suggest collaboration and vision are essential for a successful, 
innovative doctorate program in community college leadership to provide individuals with the 
necessary skills required for modern leadership, which often stand in strong opposition to 
traditional hierarchical approaches (Phelan, 2005).  
 
The goal of this unique program is to provide current KCTCS faculty and staff with an applied 
doctorate experience that can help shape Kentucky’s community and technical colleges over 
the coming decades amidst changes in the commonwealth’s technology, economy, culture, and 
society. Our purpose for writing this paper is to assess, address, and provide insights about the 
new UK-KCTCS EdD program—specifically its program elements of closed cohort, hybrid 
delivery and instructional strategies.  

 
EdD Program Overview 

 
The program is typical in regards to the completion time frame (e.g., four years) of other similar 
programs, but differs from short-term leadership development that some community colleges  
have begun to utilize (Wallin, 2006). The UK-KCTCS doctoral program is designed specifically 
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to prepare a group of focused, creative individuals for key administrative and leadership posts 
in Kentucky’s two-year community and technical institutions as well as the system office. The 
program admitted 28 students in the Fall 2007 semester, due to personal and professional 
challenges during the first year, 6 students had to withdraw. As of the Fall 2009 semester, 22 
students are beginning the dissertation proposal phase after successfully passing their 
comprehensive examinations the previous semester. 
 
The UK-KCTCS doctoral program is delivered through an executive format (i.e., online learning 
supported by weekend face-to-face meetings) to full-timed employed practitioners as opposed 
to traditional PhD programs delivered on campus to full-time students. KCTCS working 
professionals (e.g., professors, college-based administrators, program directors, division chairs, 
student affairs staff members, system-office personnel) comprise up the EdD cohort.  These 
educational professionals typically conduct much of their day-to-day activities as part of groups 
and committees. To reflect this reality, the program is grounded in efforts by cohort-member 
teams to complete course assignments and projects as well as client-oriented dissertations. 
Because this program leads to the award of a doctorate, theoretical and statistical applications 
of community college leadership are likewise an integral part of the program. Because the 
primary focus of the cohort is on applied problems within two-year colleges, the program’s 
conceptual framework, course assignments and projects, and group dissertations seek to 
illuminate the most pressing problems practitioners face in their respective fields of practice.   

 
Literature Review: Innovations to EdD Programs 

 
Research concerning changes in doctoral education has increased over the past two decades 
with the recognition that doctoral programs must yield results and positive outcomes for 
students and institutions (Bragg, 2002; Iannone, 1992; Townsend, 2002). The most prevalent 
changes have been in response to technological development dawning with the birth of the 
Internet and World Wide Web. Universities and colleges have begun to deliver programs 
through cohorts and hybrid delivery methods to provide student flexibility and innovative, 
dynamic instructional strategies that lead to greater student engagement and retention. 
Attention to program features should address the needs of today’s emerging community 
college leaders-professionals in their own regard, concerning use of learning communities, 
hybrid-delivery courses, and specialized technology-based instructional strategies (Duvall, 
2003). The largest hurdle for doctoral programs is balancing the scholarly, research-based need 
for theoretical understanding with applied, practitioner-based need for real world problem 
solving. This debate has historically been associated with the PhD-EdD friction concerning 
relevance, meaning, and value both within and outside of the education curriculum (Baez, 
2002). 
 
Many current doctorate education programs have adopted a framework that facilitates 
meaningful changes in the EdD curriculum through five themes of analysis for transformative 
leaders: (a) teamwork and shared decision making, (b) valuing people as both members of the 
team and individuals, (c) understanding methods of motivation, (d) strong personal value 
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system and respect, and (e) developing a personal vision of community college leaders 
(Roueche, Baker, & Rose, 1989). The structure of the cohort model and the applied nature of 
the doctorate allow students to engage in activities that prepare them for the given uncertainty 
that future KCTCS leaders will face (Eddy & VanDerLinden, 2006). Whether intentional or 
unintentional, these themes were integrated into the UK-KCTCS Community College Leadership 
program to assist the growth and development of the professional-student community college 
employee and future leader. 
 
Learning in Closed Cohorts 
 
The cohort model is used in postsecondary programs to foster learning about leadership 
through using leadership skills while interacting with colleagues (Barnett, Basom, Yerkes, & 
Norris, 2000; Browne-Ferrigno & Muth, 2008). An excellent overview of student perspectives of 
the cohort leadership model for doctoral students in community college leadership is provided 
by McPhail, Robinson and Scott (2008).  The authors highlight positive aspects of the closed 
cohort model, such as improving completion rates, fostering collegial partnerships, and 
providing group-based exercises. Research has consistently shown a positive view of cohort 
development with EdD programs because the successful cohort experience provided students 
with collaborative learning and shared knowledge, diverse learning options, interdependence 
and interaction, and unique instruction and facilitation (McPhail, 2001; Reynolds & Herbert, 
1998). The positive influences of the closed cohort model have been established through 
multiple studies (Barnett et al., 2000; Gardner, 2009; Tinto, 2006). 
 
The other primary area of research concerning use of cohorts pertains to peer relationships and 
unified networks of colleagues, experts and friends. Multiple authors stress the importance of 
cohorts by reinforcing the view that learning is best practiced when peers build strong, 
foundational relationships (Bentley, Zhao, Reames & Reed, 2004; Davies & Quick, 2001; 
Merriam & Carafella, 1999). Attention to group development processes is essential during the 
first weeks and months of the cohort interaction to assure that trust among cohort peers is 
developed to achieve short- and long-terms goals within the program (Browne-Ferrigno & 
Muth, 2003, 2004).  An intricate social structure can be observed during the initial formation of 
cohorts and as the cohorts progress through several important stages—forming, storming, 
norming, and performing (Tuckman, 1965).   
 
Forming is the initial development and coming together of the cohort, which may include 
learning about unique individual strengths (Rath, 2007) of each cohort member. Storming is the 
natural friction that occurs as the process of bonding evolves through developing trust and 
confidence. The norming phase is the development and acceptance of rules, precepts, and 
organizational regulations determined by the cohort. The performing phase is evident through 
the successful delivery of high-quality assignments and projects in conjunction with peers. 
These developmental stages are unique for each cohort and undeniably essential for future 
success within the program for all cohort members.  
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Hybrid-Delivery Model 
 
The hybrid model integrates technology such as assignments, computer-based assessment, and 
dialogue (York, 2008). In the hybrid delivery model, the instructor becomes the facilitator of the 
learning process in which adult learners are empowered to direct and manage the learning 
(Rogers, 1969). The UK-KCTCS Community College Leadership program utilizes a variety of 
online tools (e.g., Blackboard, SharePoint, electronic mail) to allow for asynchronous 
discussions, preparation of course assignments and collegial feedback. These processes support 
continual access to learning as doctoral students and professors can easily and quickly 
communicate.   
 
The hybrid method of program delivery saves all participants time and helps to reduce and 
manage the stress (Seung-Won Yoon, 2003) and allows participants to conduct open 
conversations (Aragon, 2003; Benson, 2003). A critically important benefit of the hybrid method 
is the integration of technology that keeps all concerned connected during times away from 
cohort colleagues, which also allows for course-structure flexibility and continuous peer 
support structure.  Face-to-face interactions are needed to support cohort bonding, instructor-
peer interaction, and learning (e.g., small-group exercises, review and continuation of online 
projects and assignments). Hybrid models show superior retention compared to traditional 
face-to-face classes with no technology integrated and to solely online courses with no face-to-
face contact (Terry, 2007).  
 
Instructional Strategies  
 
An important component of successful adult education programs is the willingness of 
instructors to be responsive and flexible to student workloads, time constraints, and other 
professional and personal demands on their time (Carney-Crompton & Tan, 2002; Giancola, 
Grawitch, & Borchert, 2009). Another important feature is the continuous integration of 
assignments that force students to relate theory and applications back to their professional 
positions in the community college environment (Taylor, Marienau, & Fiddler, 2000). This 
instructional strategy allows students to develop real-world knowledge about how leadership is 
synthesized with theoretical models and then applied toward improvement of their work sites. 
 
Perhaps the most important component to the newly developed UK-KCTCS doctoral program is 
the passion displayed by both instructors and cohort learners. Instructors that work with closed 
cohorts are more motivated due to their close proximity to the members of the cohort and the 
professional relationships they develop as part of their instructional strategies (Wlodkowski, 
1999). Utilization of a network of colleagues (Shacham & Od-Cohen, 2009) enhances the 
development of collaborative learning tools, methods, and techniques to advance leadership 
within the community college setting.  Individuality is not forgotten or rejected in our cohort 
model, evidenced by the integration of arguments, opinions, ideas, and persuasive speech into 
the learning process (Rossiter, 1999). These varying viewpoints are possible because the 
program consists of individuals with training in almost every academic discipline and division of 
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a community and technical college.  The ability to draw upon multiple layers of expertise, 
knowledge, backgrounds and theoretical understanding of problems and issues make the UK-
KCTCS Community College Leadership EdD program effective in the development and 
advancement of reforming and retooling the practitioner’s doctorate in education.   
 

Assessment of the Closed-Cohort Approach 
 

Educators strive to provide various supports to students in higher education in order to 
promote retention and student success (Tinto, 2006). The challenge to decrease rates of 
attrition in doctoral programs is significant considering that 57% of all doctoral students are not 
retained to program completion (Council of Graduate Schools, 2008; Gardner, 2009). This lack 
of completion may be compounded when students are adult learners juggling work, school, 
families, and other obligations (McGivney, 2004). 
 
One innovative effort to support doctoral students is the concept of providing instruction to a 
closed cohort group of students. Closed cohorts, defined as a group of students who take all or 
most of their courses with members of an intact group, have been credited not only with 
promoting persistence to degree completion but also with having a positive impact on other 
student outcomes such as academic performance, higher levels of commitment and motivation, 
and isolation reduction and affiliation (Barnett et al., 2000). 
 
Cohort Experience 
 
The utilization of a closed cohort in the UK-KCTCS doctoral program has been an integral part of 
the program’s success in building a strong community of peers in which support is given and 
received among cohort peers. This facet of the program has been invaluable in promoting 
persistence, community, and support among the members of the 2007 cohort. This section 
addresses ways in which the use of a closed cohort appears to have contributed to the 
persistence and academic learning of its members, two areas identified as being positively 
impacted by closed cohorts (Barnett et al., 2000). 
 
 Persistence 
 
Six of the original 28 cohort members withdrew from the program during the first year due to 
health-related issues affecting themselves or family members or as result of their realizing that 
this program was not compatible with their educational goals. The current 22-member cohort 
includes 10 men and 12 women employed by KCTCS as administrators, faculty, and professional 
staff. Many cohort members function in more than one role or capacity at their respective 
institution due to institution size or location in rural settings. Nonetheless, all are full-time 
employed professionals who have chosen to pursue their EdD for various reasons.   
 
Relationship building is a critical component to establishing group cohesiveness, and our cohort 
has done a wonderful job of building relationships over the first two years of this program. We 
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began with our natural sub-groups consisting of those we knew from our colleges or those with 
whom we shared a common history. These sub-groups have evolved as we have worked in 
various group formations over time and as we have gravitated to members with common 
interests.   
 
The relationship building of this cohort has taken many forms. As a result of the program’s 
structure, we spend one weekend together each month of a given semester. Most often we 
gather at the system headquarters in Versailles, KY, but we have visited three KCTCS-member 
colleges during the program to expand our understandings about the unique missions and 
challenges at those sites. During regular weekend classes, we have opportunities to socialize 
with one another both inside and outside of the classroom. It is not unusual for us to have 
dinner together after the Friday night class and colloquium, and those who stay in a hotel for 
the weekend often try to stay at the same location so socialization and academic discussions 
can occur. On more than one occasion, a cohort member has invited peers to their home for 
dinner; these social interactions further establish the bonds that have been formed within the 
cohort. Because we are away from families, friends, and work environments during face-to-face 
sessions, we are able to reconnect with our cohort peers in ways that are not possible in 
traditional doctoral programs delivered through weekly on-campus classes. Through this 
relationship building, cohort members have begun to care about one another. Several members 
have experienced personal life events (e.g., birth of child or grandchild, illness or death of loved 
one, marriage or divorce of self or loved one) and professional changes (e.g., promotion, new 
work assignments, service responsibilities) during the course of the last two years together. The 
support and care shown to members in these times has been touching to watch and 
experience. 
 
Additionally, program faculty members have been a part of the cohort. Some have been more 
involved than others, joining in opportunities to socialize outside of the classroom and 
expressing concern about cohort members’ progress. Similarly, program faculty members have 
provided structured opportunities for the cohort to engage in cultural and other out-of-
classroom learning experiences during weekend session (e.g., attending art and photography 
exhibits, hearing graduate student and faculty research presentations). These events, which 
helped connect cohort members to the UK professors and to each other, have been 
instrumental in strengthening the cohort. 
 
Inherent in relationship building is the potential for conflict. Each time we form into new 
groups, it moves through the four stages (i.e., forming, storming, norming, performing) as they 
develop into a mature team (Tuckman, 1965). True to that model, each time the cohort formed 
into new subgroups for different purposes, cohort members experienced some degree of 
storming whether in the form of a minor inconvenience or in the manifestation of something 
more intense. The positive aspect of these experiences is the fact that our cohort members are 
professionals, capable and experienced in communicating assertively and effectively as we 
move through the storming stage. 
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The networking aspect of the program has proven to be invaluable for most of us. KCTCS has 16 
different colleges plus multiple satellite campuses offering multiple technical and transfer 
programs. Participation in this program has allowed members to network and explore both 
academic and student services practices. The ability to discuss the practices and procedures 
utilized at college and campuses where cohort members work has not only enriched our 
doctoral studies, but also our professional growth as KCTCS employees. 
 
There is no doubt that the relationships established in this cohort, the support provided by its 
members and instructors, and the motivation of us all to remain engaged in doctoral studies 
have contributed to the high rate of persistence in this program to date. When we had 
difficulties completing assignments or meeting deadlines, we were able to turn to members of 
our team for help. Although there were times when some of us wanted to drop-out of the 
program, our cohort peers and professors provided encouragement that prevented our 
quitting. 
 
Academic Learning 
 
Each student was required to assess their strengths using the StrengthFinder 2.0 (Rath, 2007). 
The results were sent to the professor who assigned the task, and then she assigned us to 
groups based on our collective complementary strengths. Most cohort members noted that 
type of assignment based on strengths worked rather well.   
 
During the first two years, the instructors required cohort members to work in small groups 
composed of three to four students to complete projects, engage in Blackboard discussion 
board interactions, and provide peer review and feedback on assignments. While that initially 
seemed daunting, it became clear that the peer interaction was beneficial. We were able to 
engage with one another and learn about different perspectives and professional practices 
utilized within KCTCS through those group interactions.   
 
Cohort members grew academically and personally from feedback given by cohort peers on 
course papers, discussion board postings, and class projects. When the program began, 
feedback was more polite and less constructive in nature. As the program has continued and 
the cohort evolves, peer review and feedback that is more constructive, assertive and useful 
has emerged and proven to be invaluable in our individual and collective learning. Electronic 
mail discussions have taken on a life of their own as topics both related and unrelated to 
coursework have expanded. Classroom discussions have evolved over the years: We are able to 
be more assertive and frank with one another as a result of our comfort levels with each other. 
As a result, more complex and meaningful discussion has occurred that promotes an 
environment of learning and growth.  
 
We worked together to prepare for the comprehensive examinations given in June 2009. This 
very intense experience was easier because we collaboratively developed a bibliography of the 
academic readings during the first two years of the program. Study groups discussed 



Innovative Leadership Preparation: 2009 SRCEA Conference  

 

8 

coursework and assigned readings and shared their findings with other study groups. Electronic 
mail messages, phone calls, and face-to-face meetings provided important moral support 
during this stressful time. All cohort members who completed the comprehensive examinations 
passed! 
 
The use of a closed cohort has been very instrumental in the academic learning, growth and 
persistence of the UK-KCTCS Community College Leadership program cohort members.  It has 
been an incredibly effective innovation and one that has produced a supportive learning 
environment.   

 
Assessment of Hybrid Delivery Method 

 
The method of course delivery supported and contributed to the goals of a closed cohort. In a 
hybrid format, a portion of the program is delivered in the traditional face-to-face setting and 
another significant portion is offered through computer-based technology (York, 2008). The 
content delivered through those two formats is determined by the course or program 
developer.  
 
Researchers have noted that the outcomes of hybrid graduate programs are at least equal to 
those of traditional face-to-face settings (Terry, 2007). Although face-to-face pedagogy has 
been the norm across centuries, it has been espoused as best method of providing education 
and its goal to clarify learners’ questions and needs immediately in the presence of the 
instructor and peers (Seung-won Yoon, 2003). The contemporary hybrid model has two obvious 
advantages for us. We were required to be away from family and other obligations one 
weekend per month, and since the meeting dates are established well in advance, planning for 
our absence from our other obligations has been easily facilitated. While away from out work 
sites and families one weekend per month, we are able to focus our attention on our learning. 
 
Face-to-Face Meetings 
 
During the first two years of the program, most of the faculty-student contact took place 
through five face-to-face group settings (Friday afternoon and evening through the following 
Saturday afternoon). While each monthly meeting did not have the same schedule of activities, 
these face-to-face meetings included faculty lectures and presentations by guest speakers, 
which are typical events in a traditional graduate class setting. Because cohort members are 
physically separated for a month, four other purposes were served: (a) to review what had 
happened since the last meeting, (b) to collaborate with faculty on the design of learning 
situations utilized prior to the next meeting, (c) to share with faculty and peers knowledge 
gained since the last meeting, and (d) to plan with peers the logistics and schedule for assigned 
group work.  
 
The review of what worked and what could be better since the last meeting was more than just 
a social interaction; it became an integral and on-going process of evaluation of the strategies 



Innovative Leadership Preparation: 2009 SRCEA Conference  

 

9 

used in the program. We would reflect in the general meetings on how well the group size or 
logistics of a particular assignment was working. The fact that all cohort members could be part 
of the conversation was important to the process. 
 
This conversation would give rise to collaboration with the faculty members on the design of 
the learning situations utilized until the next meeting or even the next semester. For example, 
one of the early collaborative projects used groups with more than four members. The time 
frame for the project was approximately two weeks. Several cohort members were traveling or 
unavailable during crucial periods requiring group collaboration and review of materials. While 
the final product was probably adequate, the process generated frustration and anxiety among 
students. The feedback from this assignment influenced the development of groups that rarely 
have more than four members. At the time that those face-to-face interactions were occurring, 
we did not realize that our input was contributing to the dissertation model we will use in this 
program. 
 
These face-to-face meetings provide the opportunity for group evaluation and design as well as 
a venue for presentation of information gathered during our time apart. Group presentations 
have involved learned concepts, theory analysis, or perspectives gained through jigsaw 
readings. This open face-to-face forum gives all cohort members the benefit of sharing with 
peers at the same time, asking questions whose answers all members would hear 
simultaneously, and demonstrating their presentation skills before the faculty (Terry, 2007). We 
have discovered that these experiences have been intentionally designed to prepare cohort 
members for conference presentations and dissertation defenses.  
 
During face-to-face meetings, cohort members and instructors plan for upcoming events. 
Sometimes new groups would be formed for the next project, and having face-to-face time 
gave the group members an opportunity to interact with each other and the group as a whole. 
This initial meeting often included setting group norms about schedule, delivery, 
communication, and responsibilities as well as opportunities to personally interact before being 
physically separated for another month. Group members also needed the opportunity to 
finalize their presentation, handout materials, and confirm presentation responsibilities during 
face-to-face sessions.  
 
Online Interaction 
 
Although face-to-face meetings or classroom instruction are used to describe the traditional 
classroom model of teaching and learning, a common term for technology-based teaching and 
learning does not exist. Some terms currently used are online learning, virtual learning, e-
learning, and distance education. The most commonly used term in corporate settings is e-
learning, whereas in educational settings it is distance education. Regardless of the term or 
format used, two variables define the mode of instruction: time and place. When used in 
combination, the words create four interaction scenarios: (a) same time–same place, (b) same 
time–different place, (c) different time–same place, and (d) different time–different place 
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(Seung-won Yoon, 2003). For the purpose of this paper, the term online interaction describes 
the continuation of engagement between cohort and faculty members that begins with a same 
time–same place interaction at the weekend classes. The other three forms of interaction rely 
heavily on technology.  
 
The cohort and faculty maintain communication, progress with group work, and prepare 
assignments between face-to-face meetings through the use of assorted technologies. These 
platforms include Blackboard Course Management System and SharePoint, where different 
time-same place interactions occur through discussion board interactions and posting of papers 
for review and questions. Electronic mail exchanges allow different time-different place 
interactions among cohort members and faculty. Used less frequently, but available to cohort 
members, is Communicator, a KCTCS System chat technology that falls into the category of 
same time-different place. Other options used infrequently include Live Meeting and Wimba, 
which allow visual and audio meetings in the same time-different place format.  
 
To be effective, distance education must be an appropriate blend of pedagogy, technology, and 
organizational support (Seung-won Yoon, 2003). From the beginning, the choice of the hybrid 
delivery model demonstrated regard for the needs of the cohort members as the faculty 
members took on the role of facilitator-of-learning (Rogers, 1969). Cohort members and faculty 
collaborated on the choice and use of technology between face-to-face meetings. In some 
cases the learning curve was steeper for faculty members than cohort members who use this 
technology to teach their own students. Faculty members have been willing to take risks and 
learn new delivery modes in order to open the door to shared learning for all. 
 
Research on hybrid graduate courses indicates that group-work results can be enhanced by the 
use of technology (Terry, 2007). Technology provides flexibility, convenient scheduling, quick 
response time, and individualized learning experiences. Regardless of the virtual interaction 
configurations, the most important aspects that translate to student success are facilitation of 
students’ interactions, ease of use, and reliability (Seung-won Yoon, 2003). 
 
As the semesters progressed, we became more adept at providing almost instant information 
to peers and faculty members through electronic mail. Whether looking for an assigned journal 
article, assignment clarification, or link to SharePoint, a cohort member could ask a question 
and expect one or more replies within minutes. Our interactions have been enhanced through 
the use of Blackboard online group discussion questions. They allow each cohort member to 
respond to every question, unlike face-to-face meetings where one or perhaps two people 
would have the opportunity to respond (Benson, 2003). In addition, cohort members discuss 
issues with members of their smaller group and move into discussions with other groups if they 
so chose. This type of open conversation and inquiry provides a social presence so important in 
an online environment (Aragon, 2003) .  While this social presence began when cohort 
members were chosen from a pool of KCTCS employees, it continued to evolve through group 
online interaction.  
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Assessment of Instructional Strategies 
 
Authority is the feeling of controlling one’s own situation, having the ability to make choices 
based upon one’s beliefs and standards (Kegan, 1994). The professors allowed the cohort to 
assume authority over the pedagogy. Because cohort members possess considerable tacit 
knowledge of the workings of community colleges, professors sought direction and readily 
adapted their instruction to cohort suggestions and needs. This collaboration resulted in 
instructional strategies that incorporated the knowledge base necessary for EdD students with 
practical skills necessary for successful leaders in an educational institution.  
 
Intentionally or not, instruction focused around the four-lens model of adult learning: (a) 
Learner Lens, understanding the needs and characteristics of adult learners; (b) Process Lens, 
focusing on how adult learners learn; (c) Context Lens, emphasizing the learner as an individual 
and a member of a societal group; and (d) Educator Lens, accentuating the professor as a model 
for learning (Kiely, Sandmann, & Truluck, 2004). By understanding the needs of the adult 
learners in the cohort and by maintaining unprecedented flexibility, the professors 
incorporated effective instructional strategies into their courses. 
 
Learner Lens 
 
Each member of the cohort had demands associated with a full-time position in a community 
and technical college system where under-staffing is the norm, which requires them to serve in 
multiple roles and manage overloads in their teaching schedules. Additionally, all members 
were balancing demands of work and graduate education with family responsibilities. The 
professors in the program were acutely aware of these situations and worked tirelessly to 
accommodate our needs and the stress associated with these conflicts (Carney-Crompton & 
Tan, 2002; Giancola, Grawitch, & Borchert, 2009). 
 
Although some program faculty had previously worked with adult professionals, they did not 
anticipate the external demands experienced by the cohort. During the first semester, it was 
apparent to both professors and cohort embers that we were not going to survive the program 
unless accommodations were made that allowed for more efficient use of our time. The 
professors were sensitive to our needs and altered their syllabi to help us manage, allowing 
additional time on many assignments and providing flexibility in meeting requirements.  
 
In subsequent semesters, they designed their assignments more efficiently, developing 
assignments that met the needs of both courses for the semester. For example, during a 
semester where we were enrolled in a student affairs course and an organizational change 
course, a research project was assigned that utilized Appreciative Inquiry and emphasized the 
proposal writing process, topics in the change course, and focused on a student affairs topic at 
one of the colleges. This collaboration effectively cut the time necessary for the completion of 
the two assignments in half.  
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Another example of helping us work more efficiently was use of jigsaw reading assignments. As 
in any doctoral program, we have voluminous reading assignments. Given our workloads, it was 
impractical to expect each of us to read everything needed for a comprehensive knowledge 
base. Therefore, the professors allowed us to divide the readings amongst small groups, which 
in turn developed a summary of an article or book and presented it to the class for discussion. 
This allowed all members to garner the information from the readings without completing all 
the readings. This strategy also allowed us to become familiar with a vast amount material and 
directed our readings more efficiently during our research. 
 
Process Lens 
 
As community and technical college professionals, we brought many relevant experiences into 
the cohort. Realizing this and understanding “the importance of exploring one’s current and 
past experiences through a critically reflective lens with the intention of reframing one’s self-
understanding while transforming one’s way of knowing” (Taylor, Marienau, & Fiddler, 2000, p. 
25), the professors developed assignments that allowed us to draw upon our experiences and 
to reflect upon our actions.  
 
Routinely, assignments asked us to consider situations we had experienced in our leadership 
roles or to make proposals based upon conditions at our current institutions. For example, 
when discussing a four-frame model for understanding organizations (Bolman & Deal, 2003), 
we were asked to write a case study outlining our involvement in a difficult situation and then 
reframe the encounter through each organizational lens. This allowed us to reflect upon our 
experience and evaluate our response. 
 
Several assignments required us to identify a problem at our work location and develop 
proposals to address the issue. They were graded as if the professor was the president of a 
college, evaluating the justification, budget, and feasibility of the proposal. After grading and 
feedback, several proposals were forwarded to the presidents of our institutions, and many 
being accepted. These assignments demonstrate the intentional effort by program faculty to 
provide cohort members opportunities to link theory to practice.   
 
Context Lens 
 
Historically, doctoral students work in isolation, completing course work and performing 
research without the assistance of others, void of the benefits of having a network of academic 
support offered by the collaborative learning model (Shacham & Od-Cohen, 2009). Although 
the professors envisioned a cohort where students worked collaboratively and developed close 
relationships, this group exceeded all expectations. Through concerted efforts, the group has 
been placed in several environments, both formal and informal, where socialization was 
necessary and encouraged. 
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Every semester, we were worked in different small groups to complete many of our 
assignments. Initially, the groups were designed to allow each of us to experience working with 
every other member of the cohort. As our relationships grew stronger, groups were allowed to 
self form, resulting in strongly aligned teams. During the initial semester, time was given to 
discussion of the formation and development of groups, including such topics as group norms 
and dynamics. During the subsequent semesters, groups returned to these concepts to ensure 
quality results through effective group structures. 
 
Several of the courses used Internet discussion boards to allow for informal virtual discussions. 
Students posted small papers related to course topics, and members of their team made 
comments. Typically, this led to a discussion of several related issues, allowing everyone the 
opportunity to express opinions, process ideas, and reform familiar perspectives (Rossiter, 
1999). Because of the varied experiences of the members of the cohort, these sessions allowed 
each of us to more fully develop our knowledge of community college issues. 
 
Experience or education without reflection limits the learner from assimilating the knowledge 
into practical skills (Taylor et al., 2000). Therefore, each semester, we were asked to write 
papers reflecting upon our professional growth over the course of the program. These critical 
reflections required us to evaluate what we had learned, how it would apply to our professional 
goals, and why we were developing as we were. 
 
In addition to the formal learning situations, the professors realized the need for more informal 
socialization activities. One way of achieving this goal was to schedule one weekend per 
semester at a different location. Although many cohort members traveled long distances to 
central Kentucky for the monthly class meetings, the visits to other campuses typically resulted 
in a more social atmosphere, including many late nights. These informal sessions often included 
one of the professors and most of the cohort sitting in a hotel room discussing our academic 
progress, expectations, and views on some of the topics recently discussed in assignments. 
 
Educator Lens 
 
The professors in this program continually demonstrated the characteristics and skills of a 
motivating instructor by offering expertise, having empathy, showing enthusiasm, and 
demonstrating clarity (Wlodkowski, 1999). On several occasions, they shared their professional 
writings with the cohort as exemplars. Additionally, we discussed their past projects and how 
their professional services helped to address societal needs. This exposure to their expertise 
and professionalism helped us to develop our personal standards. 
 
At times, it was apparent that the morale of the cohort was slipping, either from the excessive 
workload or stress of meeting the requirements of the program. Whenever this occurred, the 
professors were quick to offer enthusiastic encouragement and assurances. They often talked 
about their experiences as a graduate student, illustrating their identification with our issues. 
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Additionally, they were flexible with assignments when issues arose, either at work or with our 
families, showing great compassion for our situations. 
 
Although some topics were very difficult, especially given the limited face-to-face time allotted 
to the courses, the professors always attempted to make the material understandable, relating 
it to our common experiences. In the event that most students were not acquiring the needed 
information, changes in the program were made to accommodate student learning needs. For 
example, when they became aware that many of us were having difficulties with qualitative 
research methods, additional instruction was provided in the context of another course.  
 
Through the use of innovative and flexible instructional strategies, program professors 
supported our academic and professional development. The efficient use of our time made it 
possible for us to develop the knowledge base necessary for a doctorate in education while 
managing our busy schedules. Also, the focus on pertinent community and technical college 
issues allowed us to develop our skills and strategies for addressing issues we face in our 
current and future positions. 

 
Conclusion 

 
The adult learning framework that has influenced the structure and strategies used in the UK-
KCTCS Community College Leadership doctoral program appears to us to be highly successful 
based on outcomes after the first two years of its four-year timeframe. The appropriate use of 
the closed cohort, hybrid model—and careful attention by faculty to effective implementation 
and timely responsiveness when things were not working well—has resulted in a very 
appropriate and effective doctoral program for practitioners. With its emphasis on applied 
learning, preparation for future community college leadership positions and learner needs, it 
has proven a successful model for doctoral student success and retention.  
 
The closed cohort model, thus far, created such a supportive environment that many members 
who were inclined to withdraw remained after conferring with other cohort members and 
faculty. It has broadened the relationships between colleges and system office and will benefit 
KCTCS as a whole, now and in the future, as those relationships strengthen even after we 
graduate. One concern with such a close group is the extra demands that it can put on faculty 
members that would not occur with individual students. Occasionally, the faculty would be 
persuaded through group efforts to change assignments because of similar work 
responsibilities or scheduled events. They were very patient and understanding in addressing 
our requests.  
 
The technological aspects of the hybrid model have provided fertile and sometimes frustrating 
learning experiences for all involved. A recommendation from our cohort is that future hybrid 
programs include time at the beginning to assure that all participants, both students and 
faculty, possess working knowledge of the technology to be used: Doing that can relieve some 
anxiety and save time. On the other hand, too much technology training might sacrifice 
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interactions and teachable moments between cohort members. The hybrid delivery format 
would not be impossible without the use of technology, but it is important that it be used as a 
tool that is easy to use, reliable, and facilitates student interaction.. 
 
Although our program is only half over, instructional strategies demonstrated by faculty and 
projects developed by cohort members are already being used in their everyday work at local 
community colleges and the KCTCS system office. Cohort members are teaching hybrid classes, 
using technology to design group projects in their courses, and utilizing their better 
understanding of student-centered learning in their classrooms. In addition, the greater 
confidence gained through research design and article writing experience has encouraged 
cohort members to take on greater leadership roles in their current positions. 
 
While the design and delivery of this program depends on flexibility, the information gathered 
during the first two years through evaluations and reflections can lay the groundwork for 
improved communication and planning for future cohorts. The data collection and analysis will 
continue long after this cohort graduates, but the benefits of what is being learned are already 
being delivered.  
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