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ABSTRACT 
This article presents a comparative analysis of the professional doctorate in education 
in the United States and Brazil, highlighting the implications of the U.S. model—initially 
implemented in the 1920s—for the Brazilian context, where this type of program was 
formally established nearly a century later. In both countries, a longstanding challenge 
persists: to consolidate a distinct identity for the professional doctorate that clearly 
differentiates it from the academic doctorate and grants it the prestige necessary to 
achieve the expected social and educational impact. The article is structured into three 
main sections. The first two examine the Professional Doctorate in Education in the 
United States (Ed.D) and in Brazil (PDE), respectively. The final section offers 
recommendations for consolidating a distinct identity for the Brazilian PDE, focusing 
on faculty and student profiles, as well as defining activities and outputs. 
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RESUMO: O artigo realiza uma análise comparativa do doutorado profissional em 
educação nos Estados Unidos e no Brasil, destacando as implicações do modelo 
norte-americano — implantado inicialmente na década de 1920 — para o contexto 
brasileiro, onde essa modalidade foi formalizada quase cem anos depois. Em ambos 
os países, observa-se um desafio histórico: consolidar uma identidade própria para 
esse tipo de doutorado, distinguindo-o do doutorado acadêmico e conferindo-lhe o 
prestígio necessário para alcançar os impactos socioeducacionais esperados. O 
trabalho está estruturado em três partes principais. As duas primeiras examinam, 
respectivamente, o Doutorado Profissional em Educação nos Estados Unidos (Ed.D) 
e no Brasil (PDE). Por fim, a terceira parte apresenta recomendações para a 
consolidação de uma identidade própria para o PDE brasileiro, abordando seu corpo 
docente e discente, bem como suas atividades e produções definidoras. 
Palavras-chave: Doutorado Profissional. Pós-Graduação no Brasil. Pós-Graduação nos Es-
tados Unidos. 

RESUMEN: El artículo presenta un análisis comparativo del doctorado profesional en 
educación en Estados Unidos y Brasil, destacando las implicaciones del modelo 
estadounidense —implementado inicialmente en la década de 1920— para el 
contexto brasileño, donde esta modalidad fue formalizada casi cien años después. En 
ambos países se observa un desafío histórico: consolidar una identidad propia para 
este tipo de doctorado, distinguiéndolo del doctorado académico y otorgándole el 
prestigio necesario para alcanzar los impactos socioeducativos esperados. El trabajo 
está estructurado en tres partes principales. Las dos primeras examinan, 
respectivamente, el Doctorado Profesional en Educación en Estados Unidos (Ed.D) y 
en Brasil (PDE). Finalmente, la tercera parte presenta recomendaciones para la 
consolidación de una identidad propia del PDE brasileño, abordando su cuerpo 
docente y estudiantil, así como sus actividades y producciones definitorias. 

Palabras clave: Doctorado Profesional. Posgrado en Brasil. Posgrado en Estados Unidos. 

 

Introduction 

In 2018, based on Ordinance No. 389 of 
March 23, 2017, the Coordination for the Im-
provement of Higher Education Personnel 
(Capes) changed the professional modality 
of stricto sensu graduate studies to include 
the Professional Doctorate (PD). Following 
this guideline, the area of Education ap-
proved its first Professional Doctorate in Ed-
ucation (PDE) in the same year. Considering 
the short time that has elapsed since its im-
plementation, it is not yet possible to com-
prehensively assess its impact on the Brazil-
ian postgraduate system. However, to 

understand its potential implications, it is 
pertinent to examine the international expe-
rience with professional graduate programs, 
as already done, albeit preliminarily, by Cal-
deron et al. (2019), Frucci et al. (2024), and 
Kot and Hendel (2011). 

These studies indicate that PDE is present 
in internationally prestigious universities, 
with the United States being the country with 
the greatest consolidation of this modality. 
The first American professional doctoral pro-
gram was established in the 1920s, while in 
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several other countries, its implementation 
only occurred in the 1990s. Currently, its 
presence is consolidated in countries such 
as the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, 
Singapore, Malaysia, and Thailand (Perry, 
2017). 

During the discussions that preceded the le-
gal authorization of the professional doctor-
ate by the National Education Council 
(NEC), the American experience was often 
used as a reference. One of the recurring ar-
guments was that, since this modality was 
common and successful in the United 
States, it could also be successful in the Bra-
zilian context. This assumption, as well as 
other implications associated with the Amer-
ican model, are analyzed in this article, 
whose objective is to present subsidies and 
suggestions for improving the offer of PDE in 
Brazil. 

In addition to this introduction, this paper is 
structured in three main parts. The first ex-
amines the Professional Doctorate in Educa-
tion in the United States, with an emphasis 
on its contextual, historical, and problematic 
aspects and its possible implications for the 
Brazilian reality. The second part is dedi-
cated to the analysis of the PDE in Brazil, 
based on national regulatory documentation 
and its dialogue with international experi-

ence. Finally, the third part presents consid-
erations and recommendations regarding 
the consolidation of a distinct identity for the 
PDE, in order to ensure its impact on the 
Brazilian scenario, independent and no less 
relevant than the contributions generated by 
the academic doctorate. 

This comparative exercise provides an un-
derstanding of the American and Brazilian 
cases, considering the history and develop-
ment of the professional doctorate as a sub-
ject of analysis. The assumption is that the 
PDE will only represent an advance in Bra-
zilian postgraduate policy if it is specifically 
aimed at training professionals working in 
the country's educational structure—such as 
teachers and/or managers—and not primar-
ily at training researchers focused exclu-
sively on the production of scientific 
knowledge. Although PDE graduates may 
produce new knowledge, this knowledge 
must be applicable to their professional 
practice and based on concrete problems 
faced in the field of education. In addition, 
their training should prioritize the develop-
ment of skills such as decision-making, the 
ability to work collaboratively, and the tech-
nical expertise necessary for educational 
practice at various levels and in various in-
stitutional contexts. 

 

The PDE in the United States 

To contextualize the Professional Doctorate 
in Education (PDE) in the United States, it is 
necessary to highlight that there are two 
main categories of professional doctorates 
in that country: the academic professional 
doctorate and the first-degree professional 
doctorate. The first is characterized by the 
requirement to develop new knowledge, cul-
minating in the preparation of a written doc-
ument (thesis or equivalent instrument), 

which must be formally approved by an aca-
demic board. The second, in turn, refers to 
professional training at the postgraduate 
level in areas such as Medicine (MD), Den-
tistry (DDS), and Law (JD). Such courses, 
which in Brazil correspond to undergraduate 
training, are not recognized as doctorates by 
the National Science Foundation (NSF), as 
they do not require students to produce orig-
inal knowledge. 
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Thus, the analysis presented here focuses 
exclusively on academic professional doc-
torates, as they are more similar to the Pro-
fessional Doctorate model currently in place 
in Brazil. It is important to note that, in the 
United States, the doctorate classified as 
“academic” in Brazil is designated by the ac-
ronym Ph.D., while the professional doctor-
ate is represented by the letter D, usually 
combined with other letters that indicate the 
area of specialization. In the case of Educa-
tion, the acronym used is Ed.D.; in other ar-
eas, it is common to find designations such 
as DPH (Doctor of Public Health) and DMA 
(Doctor of Musical Arts) (Writers of UoPeo-
ple, 2025). 

It is difficult to accurately estimate the num-
ber of types of professional doctorates avail-
able in the United States. The online ency-
clopedia Wikipedia identifies 51 different 
classifications of degrees; however, in its an-
nual surveys, the NSF officially recognizes 
only 18 types. In general, programs are or-
ganized into areas traditionally focused on 
professional practice and the application of 
knowledge, requiring specific training that 
goes beyond preparation for scientific re-
search and the production of original 
knowledge. Among the main areas covered 
by professional doctorates—in addition to 
Education—are Business Administration, 
Engineering, Health (with an emphasis on 
Public Health and Nursing), Law, Arts/Music, 
and Theology. It is important to note that, in 
the United States, most areas of knowledge 
do not offer professional doctorates. 

According to data from the National Science 
Foundation (NSF, 2023), of the 55,000 doc-
toral degrees awarded in the United States 
in 2022, 98.6% were Ph.D. degrees. The 
most prominent professional doctorate was 
the Ed.D., although it represented only 0.9% 
of the total degrees awarded in that year and 
approximately 10% of the doctorates 
awarded in the field of Education. These 

data show that the assumption, sometimes 
held in Brazil, that professional doctorates 
are predominant in the United States—in-
cluding in the field of education—is mis-
taken. Even in this area, approximately 90% 
of doctorates awarded are Ph.D. degrees, 
which are academic in nature. Thus, con-
trary to what is assumed in certain Brazilian 
institutional discourses, professional doctor-
ates have a relatively limited presence in the 
US. 

In the United States, the first Ed.D. program 
was implemented at Harvard University in 
1921. Its creation was part of the efforts of 
the period to legitimize education as a pro-
fession through its association with institu-
tions of higher education (Perry, 2024). The 
Ed.D. expanded significantly in the following 
decades; however, from the 1970s onwards, 
with the strengthening of scientific research 
as a priority in educational research, the 
Ph.D. title became predominant, as it valued 
more rigorous theoretical and methodologi-
cal approaches. 

Despite its lower statistical representation, 
the number of Ed.D. programs offered in the 
United States is quite significant. According 
to data from the Ed.D. Programs.com plat-
form, there are currently 233 Ed.D. pro-
grams distributed across 188 universities lo-
cated in 42 of the 50 US states. The website 
classifies these programs into 12 thematic 
categories, the most common being those 
focused on administrative and organiza-
tional leadership, followed by curriculum and 
instruction, educational technology, special 
education, and educational psychology. The 
emphasis on leadership training is con-
sistent with the profile of the target audience 
for these programs, which is mainly com-
posed of practicing professionals seeking to 
update their skills and advance their careers 
in the US educational system (Louie, 2024). 



RBEC: Rev. Bras. Educ. Comp., Campinas, SP, v. 7, p. 1-14, e025005, 2025 – ISSN 2595-7171 

The importance of offering professional doc-
torates in education is corroborated by a sur-
vey based on the most recent edition of the 
U.S. News ranking (2024). Of the 20 best 
graduate schools in Education in the United 
States, 17 offer both types of doctorates—
Ph.D. and Ed.D.—concurrently, with 11 pub-
lic and 6 private institutions. These data indi-
cate that, although a minority in quantitative 
terms, the professional doctorate occupies a 
consolidated position among the main insti-
tutions training educators in that country. 

The study of the nature of the Doctor of Ed-
ucation (Ed.D.) in the United States reveals 
relevant trends that may offer insights for the 
consolidation of the Professional Doctorate 
in Education (PDE) in Brazil. The first refers 
to the flexibility in offering the Ed.D., espe-
cially with regard to the teaching modality. 
Considering that American professional pro-
grams are generally aimed at older students 
who are already in the job market, it is com-
mon for the Ed.D. to be offered through dis-
tance learning. Although current Brazilian 
legislation theoretically allows for the possi-
bility of a remote doctorate, this has not yet 
materialized in the country (Verhine & Sil-
veira, 2024). 

In this sense, it is pertinent to observe how 
this modality works in the American context. 
Although historically associated with low-
prestige institutions—many of them for-
profit—the offering of distance learning grad-
uate programs, especially in online format, 
has come to be valued by several prominent 
universities in the United States (Louie, 
2024). Among the 20 best graduate schools 
in Education in that country, nine offer the 
Ed.D. online. 

A comprehensive description of the online 
Ed.D. is presented by Verhine and Dantas 
(2024), who highlight, among other aspects: 
(1) online and face-to-face versions tend to 
be equivalent in almost all elements, except 

for the teaching format; (2) in many institu-
tions, the mode of delivery of the program 
(in-person or remote) is not stated on the di-
ploma or academic transcript; (3) several 
online programs adopt a fully asynchronous 
model, allowing students to access content 
according to their availability; and (4) in most 
cases, there is no requirement for face-to-
face meetings, which contradicts current 
regulations in Brazil, which require manda-
tory in-person interactions. 

The second relevant trend concerns the 
level of academic requirements for obtaining 
the degree. In general, the formal require-
ments for an Ed.D. tend to be less rigorous 
than those required for a Ph.D. This distinc-
tion has existed since the origins of the mo-
dality: the first Ed.D. program, offered by 
Harvard University, had a lower course load 
than the Ph.D., did not require proficiency in 
a second foreign language, and accepted 
dissertations with an emphasis on practical 
application rather than theoretical founda-
tions (Perry, 2013). 

These trends remain current, as demon-
strated by a recent study that analyzed 188 
programs at 145 US institutions (Storey & 
Hesbol, 2016). Among other findings, the 
study indicates that Ed.D. programs are ex-
pected to take less time to complete. This 
aspect is related to the focus of the course: 
while the Ed.D. aims to produce knowledge 
applied to the professional context, the 
Ph.D. emphasizes theoretical research, 
whose processes are longer and more aca-
demically complex. For this reason, many 
Ed.D. programs advertise an estimated du-
ration of two to three years, while Ph.D. pro-
grams rarely indicate such short timeframes 
on their official websites. 

In addition to the time issue, the two models 
differ in several other academic require-
ments. Compared to the Ph.D., the Ed.D. of-
ten: (a) does not require proof of foreign lan-
guage proficiency; (b) waives the 
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requirement to take courses in a field related 
to education (known as a cognate field); (c) 
does not require the participation of faculty 
members from outside the academic unit in 
the defense committee; (d) does not require 
the Graduate Record Examination (GRE), a 
standardized exam widely required for ad-
mission to graduate school in the United 
States (Latta & Wunder, 2012). 

A third trend with relevant implications for the 
Professional Doctorate in Education (PDE) 
in Brazil is related to the prestige and legiti-
macy attributed to the Ed.D. in the United 
States, in comparison to the Ph.D. Accord-
ing to Shulman et al. (2006), the Ed.D. is of-
ten perceived as a Ph.D. lite, that is, as a 
“watered-down” version of the academic 
doctorate, with a lesser reputation. The ex-
perience of Harvard University itself illus-
trates this perception. In 2012, its Faculty of 
Education discontinued the Ed.D. program 
and began offering, for the first time, a Ph.D. 
in the field, in addition to establishing the 
Doctor of Education Leadership (Ed.L.D.). In 
doing so, the institution reaffirmed its com-
mitment to theoretical research in the field of 
education and more clearly redefined the na-
ture of its professional program (SALTER, 
2012). 

Although, from a legal standpoint, the aca-
demic doctorate (Ph.D.) and the profes-
sional doctorate (Ed.D.) have equivalent sta-
tus—both being considered terminal 
degrees in the university system—the dis-
tinction between the two degrees in the 
United States has been the subject of recur-
ring controversy and debate. In conceptual 
terms, the Ph.D. is recognized as a re-
search-oriented degree, while the Ed.D. is 
intended for the training of practicing profes-
sionals. However, in many institutions, this 
distinction becomes blurred, raising ques-
tions about the validity of maintaining both 
models simultaneously. Some authors, such 
as Deering (1998), have even advocated for 

the extinction of the Ed.D.; others, on the 
contrary, propose that education faculties 
should stop offering the Ph.D. There are, 
however, scholars who recognize the im-
portance of both degrees, provided they ful-
fill distinct functions: training academic re-
searchers, on the one hand, and educational 
leaders working outside academia, on the 
other (Shulman et al., 2006). 

Since its inception at Harvard, the Ed.D. has 
faced what Perry (2013) calls an “identity cri-
sis.” According to the author, over time, the 
distinctions between the Ph.D. and Ed.D. 
have become blurred, with the difference be-
ing more noticeable in terms of institutional 
prestige than curricular content. With the aim 
of strengthening this differentiation, the Car-
negie Project on the Education Doctorate 
(CPED) was created in 2007, initially with the 
participation of 26 institutions, and has now 
expanded into a consortium of more than 
125 universities (Foster et al., 2023). 

The CPED consolidated a consensus view 
that the Ed.D. should be understood as a de-
gree aimed at training professionals in prac-
tice, with a focus on applied research, gen-
erally aimed at intervention and inducing 
institutional change. The final product may 
take the form of a dissertation or capstone 
project, based on the investigation of a spe-
cific problem identified in the student's pro-
fessional context (Buss, 2018; Perry, 2024). 

The CPED approach emphasizes that in-
coming students should already have signif-
icant professional experience, and that the 
training path should be, to a large extent, 
compatible with professional employment, 
so as to allow the work environment to func-
tion as a laboratory for solving relevant prob-
lems. In this model, research is based on 
practical demands rather than theoretical 
gaps, even though it is supported by an ac-
ademic framework built on both scientific re-
search and professional experience (Kumar 
& Dawson, 2013). 
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Theses or final projects can take different 
forms, such as funding proposals, curricu-
lum materials, or evaluation reports, and 
should be written in language accessible to 
the professional communities for which they 
are intended (Storey & Hesbol, 2016). 

The CPED consortium has developed a va-
riety of procedures, techniques, and tools to 
articulate theory, practice, and problem-
based research, seeking to operationalize its 
conception of the Ed.D. An example of this 
effort is the 2013 edition of the journal Plan-
ning and Changing, which published fifteen 
case studies on the redesign of professional 
doctorates in various regions of the United 
States2. These studies introduce specific 
concepts and acronyms to characterize the 
programs, such as PoP (Problem of Prac-
tice), CoP (Cohort-based Practice), LSC 
(Leadership Scholar Communities), CAR 
(Cycles of Action Research), and DLT (Dou-
ble Loop Training) (Buss, 2018). 

The controversy in the United States sur-
rounding the coexistence of two types of 
doctorates in the field of education—the 
Ph.D. and the Ed.D.—still persists. Most 
Ed.D. programs are not part of the Carnegie 
Project on the Education Doctorate (CPED) 
consortium, and in many cases, the distinc-
tion between the two degrees remains un-
clear. Foster et al. (2023), based on a na-
tional survey, state that the differentiation 
tends to be more evident when both mod-

els—academic and professional—are lo-
cated in the same graduate department. 
Still, the authors acknowledge that “studies 
of difference do not produce findings that are 
consistent” (Foster et al., 2023, p. 20) and 
reinforce that “The Ed.D must be valued for 
its purpose and not be seen as a Ph.D-lite” 
(p. 24). 

In concluding this section, it is pertinent to 
return to the two central questions presented 
at the beginning: the success of the Ed.D. 
and its transferability to the Brazilian context. 
With regard to its effectiveness, the results 
are ambiguous. On the one hand, the Ed.D. 
is widely available and meets a concrete de-
mand for the training of professional leaders 
in the field of education. On the other hand, 
when compared to the Ph.D. in Education, it 
is less widespread and faces challenges re-
lated to academic prestige, institutional re-
spectability, and the definition of its identity. 

The answer to the question of whether the 
model can be adapted to the Brazilian con-
text is also complex. This process requires a 
greater understanding of both the concept of 
the Professional Doctorate in Education 
(PDE) and its practical implementation. As 
will be discussed in the following section, the 
concern with defining a distinct identity and 
clear distinction between the PDE and the 
academic doctorate, so prevalent in the 
United States, is also significant in Brazil. 

 

The PDE in Brazil 

The first proposals for the Professional Doc-
torate (PD) were evaluated by the Coordina-
tion for the Improvement of Higher Educa-
tion Personnel (Capes) in 2018 and 
implemented the following year. Among the 
approved programs, three in the field of ed-
ucation stand out. Since then, the modality 

 
2 See Planning and Changing, v. 44, n. 3/4, 2013, pp. 113-326. 

has been expanding rapidly. By 2025, 173 
PD courses had been approved, of which 
167 are linked to programs that also offer 
Professional Master's degrees (PM). The ar-
eas of evaluation with the highest number of 
approved PDs are Education and Interdisci-
plinary, with 20 courses each, followed by 
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Administration and Teaching, both with 19 
offerings. Among the 50 areas recognized 
by Capes, 18 do not yet offer professional 
doctoral courses, which suggests that, as in 
the United States, this modality is not con-
sidered appropriate for all fields of 
knowledge. 

As in the US scenario, Brazilian PDs tend to 
concentrate on areas that are more applied 
than theoretical in nature. However, it is 
noted that some areas with a strong practical 
component — such as Psychology, Social 
Work, and Engineering — do not yet offer 
this modality. The case of Engineering is 
particularly significant, given that, in the 
United States, it is a well-established field in 
terms of professional doctorates. Although 
the documents prepared by the four areas of 
Engineering at Capes recognize the viability 
of the PD, the proposals submitted to date 
have not met the established criteria, espe-
cially with regard to the presentation of a 
clear justification for the adoption of a pro-
fessional doctorate instead of an academic 
one. 

At the regulatory level, CAPES' official doc-
uments seek, at least in conceptual terms, to 
establish a distinction between the two types 
of doctorates. Ordinance No. 389, dated 
March 23, 2017, clearly differentiates be-
tween master's and doctoral programs and, 
in the specific case of professional doctor-
ates, defines their focus as advanced and 
transformative professional practice, as well 
as the social, organizational, or professional 
demands of the labor market and local pro-
ductive arrangements. The stated objective 
is to contribute to improving the effective-
ness and efficiency of public and private or-
ganizations. It is important to note that terms 
such as "research," "academic production," 
and "science" are not mentioned in this doc-
ument. 

Ordinance No. 60, dated March 20, 2019, re-
inforces this differentiation by emphasizing 

that PDs should seek solutions to highly 
complex problems, with an emphasis on ap-
plicability and innovation. With regard to the 
teaching staff, up to 30% of professors are 
allowed to not have a master's or doctoral 
degree from (retirar a palavra), which repre-
sents a significant relaxation compared to 
the criteria traditionally adopted for aca-
demic programs. 

With regard to (With respect to) final pro-
jects, the same ordinance adopts an open 
and innovative stance, providing for the pos-
sibility of using alternative formats, as long 
as they are approved by the respective eval-
uation areas. This guideline seeks to value 
technical and technological products that re-
flect the practical and applied nature of the 
professional doctorate. 

On the other hand, an analysis of official 
documents related to the approval of new 
courses and the Capes (2025) evaluation 
form in the four areas with the highest num-
ber of Professional Doctorate (PD) courses 
reveals that the distinction between the two 
types of doctorates (professional and aca-
demic) varies significantly. In one of these 
areas, the only explicit difference refers to 
the value placed on the production of tech-
nical-technological products (TTP) by faculty 
and students in professional programs. The 
other areas also highlight the importance of 
TTP, but add other distinctive criteria. Two of 
them allow the inclusion of up to 20% of fac-
ulty members without a doctoral degree and 
accept final projects that do not use the des-
ignation “thesis.” The other emphasizes the 
resolution of complex problems related to 
professional practice and values the prior 
experience of faculty and students in this 
field. In this third case, it is even mandatory 
to offer a course focused on monitoring pro-
fessional practice. 

However, it should be noted that none of 
these four areas addresses the flexibility of 
study schedules or the adoption of specific 
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pedagogical methodologies focused on the 
performance of students in their professional 
contexts. In contrast to the model proposed 
by the Carnegie Project on the Education 
Doctorate (CPED), the documentation ana-
lyzed does not emphasize leadership or the 
profile of mid-career students who combine 
doctoral training with professional practice. 

In the 2021–2024 quadrennium, 19 Profes-
sional Doctorate in Education (PDE) pro-
grams were evaluated by Capes. All are 
linked to Professional Master's programs, 
but only six are based in institutions that also 
offer Academic Doctorates in Education. In 
terms of geographic distribution, most of 
these programs (n=13) are concentrated in 
the South and Southeast regions, reflecting 
the predominant pattern of Brazilian gradu-
ate studies. The main areas of focus for 
PDEs are: teacher training, educational 
management, and educational technology. 

In order to investigate whether Brazilian 
PDEs have their own identity—in line with 
Capes' normative guidelines and interna-
tional conceptions of the modality—a quali-
tative analysis of three programs approved 
in 2021/2022 was conducted. Two of these 
programs have educational technology as 
their thematic axis, and the third focuses on 
the training of school professionals3. 

The methodology included an analysis of the 
programs' institutional websites and the Lat-
tes4 platform for curricula of permanent fac-
ulty members. The objectives and mission of 
the programs were examined, especially 
with regard to the emphasis on solving con-
crete problems related to professional prac-
tice. In addition, we sought to identify char-
acteristics in faculty members that, 
according to the CPED model, distinguish a 
professional program professor from one 

 
3 This analysis was conducted by the author of this article based on data available on the internet regarding the following 
programs: School Education (UNIR); Education and Technology (IFSUL) and Education and New Technologies (UNINTER). 
4 Currículos Lattes refers to a Brazilian national platform that stores the performance data of undergraduate and graduate 
professors in research, teaching, and outreach, which is regularly updated by the professors themselves.. 

linked to an academic program. These char-
acteristics include: professional experience 
outside the university environment, the na-
ture (theoretical or applied) of the doctoral 
thesis, the profile of ongoing research, the 
type of scientific production, and the the-
matic focus of doctoral supervision. The his-
tory of participation in academic and profes-
sional programs and current involvement in 
university extension projects were also con-
sidered. 

The results obtained were largely inconclu-
sive. On the one hand, the PDEs analyzed 
present, in their institutional documents, a 
mission and objectives consistent with the 
proposal for training for professional practice 
outside the academic environment. On the 
other hand, the profiles of permanent faculty 
members do not clearly show a differentia-
tion from academic programs. Most of these 
professors graduated with academic doctor-
ates, with theoretically based theses, and 
maintain this same orientation in their cur-
rent research. Many have never worked in 
basic education, and few are involved in ex-
tension activities. 

An analysis of the titles of the theses super-
vised by these faculty members also does 
not reveal a clear distinction between the 
modalities. For example, there are works in 
the areas of history, philosophy, and linguis-
tics, whose focus is not necessarily related 
to solving practical problems in everyday ed-
ucation. 

It is important to emphasize that this analysis 
is exploratory in nature and needs to be fur-
ther developed through more comprehen-
sive studies. Even so, the initial findings are 
not promising in terms of consolidating a dis-
tinct identity for the PDE in Brazil. The ab-
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sence of clear distinctions between profes-
sional and academic programs, especially 
with regard to the teaching profile, raises 
questions about the real need for two types 
of doctorates to coexist in the field of educa-
tion. 

Before concluding the analysis of the Profes-
sional Doctorate in Education (PDE) in the 
Brazilian context, it is pertinent to raise two 
additional points that are directly related to 
the American experience. 

The first refers to the centrality attributed to 
leadership in Ed.D programs in the United 
States. In that country, high-level administra-
tive functions in the field of education are 
highly professionalized, the result of a pro-
cess that dates back to the 19th century (Ur-
ban, Jennings & Gailher, 2019). As a result, 
a doctoral degree is often a mandatory re-
quirement for holding educational leadership 
positions, both in institutions and in educa-
tion systems. It was in this context that the 
Ed.D was originally established. Currently, 
for example, this degree is generally re-
quired for the position of school superinten-
dent, a position equivalent in Brazil to that of 
municipal secretary of education. Other pro-
fessionals with Ed.D degrees hold leader-
ship positions in university management, ex-
ercising career administrative positions. 

However, in Brazil, such positions—both in 
basic and higher education—are not widely 
accessible to PDE degree holders. Secretar-
ies of education and most of their senior staff 
are often chosen based on political criteria 
rather than academic credentials (Ottman, 
2006). A similar situation occurs in Brazilian 
public universities, where the main manage-
ment positions are mostly held by faculty 
members from the institution itself, selected 
through internal processes often influenced 
by political and/or personal dynamics. In ad-
dition, these managers usually perform ad-
ministrative functions for limited periods, 
combining them with teaching and research 

activities (Balbachevsky & Schwartzman, 
2011). In other words, many of the profes-
sional niches and positions traditionally oc-
cupied by Ed.D graduates in the United 
States are unlikely to be filled in Brazil by 
PDE graduates. 

The second relevant issue, already dis-
cussed by Sousa Júnior and Verhine (2020), 
concerns the possible negative impact of the 
consolidation of the PDE on the Professional 
Master's Degree in Education (PME). In the 
United States, as in other developed coun-
tries, it is common for teachers and manag-
ers in basic education to have a master's de-
gree. In Brazil, this presence is still limited, 
which contributes to the unsatisfactory per-
formance of public schools. The PME has 
played an important role in mitigating this 
deficit, albeit only partially. 

In this scenario, the consolidation of the PDE 
may compromise the mission of the PME by 
diverting potential students to a more pres-
tigious degree, which, in practice, tends to 
direct them to higher education, distancing 
them from direct involvement in schools and 
basic education systems. This problem does 
not arise in the United States, where there is 
a significant ratio of master's degrees to doc-
torates (6:1), whereas in Brazil, this ratio is 
only 2:1 (NCES, 2024). This difference 
stems, in part, from the fact that many US 
institutions are authorized to offer only mas-
ter's programs and are legally prohibited 
from awarding doctoral degrees, which al-
lows for a clear distinction between re-
search-oriented institutions and those fo-
cused predominantly on teaching 
(McCormick & Borden, 2017). 

Therefore, unlike in the United States, Brazil 
does not yet have a broad base of master's 
degree holders capable of meeting the de-
mands of basic education. The disorderly 
expansion of the PDE, without strategic co-
ordination with the PME, may compromise 
the advances already achieved in this area. 
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Based on the reflections presented in this 
section, the last part of this paper proposes 
recommendations and suggestions for im-
proving the Professional Doctorate model in 
Brazil, with a view to consolidating its identity 

as a legitimate modality that is relevant and 
consistent with the needs of the Brazilian ed-
ucational system. 

 

Considerations and Recommendations 

Based on the discussion presented, it is 
clear, based on the experience of the United 
States, that in order to avoid duplicating the 
contributions already made by the academic 
doctorate and to achieve an equivalent level 
of prestige and relevance, the professional 
doctorate must build its own distinct identity. 
As with the CPED (Carnegie Project on the 
Education Doctorate) initiative in that coun-
try, this identity must be built in a participa-
tory manner, involving both graduate pro-
grams and members of the academic and 
professional communities. 

However, this identity cannot be a mere re-
production of the American experience, 
which focuses almost exclusively on prepar-
ing students for leadership positions in basic 
education. In Brazil, the implementation of 
this modality in the field of education re-
quires caution, otherwise the Professional 
Doctorate in Education (PDE) could compro-
mise the important contributions already 
made by the Professional Master's Degrees 
in Education (PMEs) in operation. 

The PDE should not compete with the aca-
demic doctorate, but rather complement it, 
offering knowledge that is distinct from that 
provided by the latter. Thus, PDEs should 
have a clearly defined professional and 
practical focus, aimed at preparing profes-
sionals to occupy high-level positions—pref-
erably linked to basic education—who would 
effectively benefit substantially from the 
training of a professional doctorate. Brazilian 
education needs, as in the United States, a 

“doctorate of practice,” in which students ac-
quire skills aimed at promoting concrete im-
provements in the country’s schools and ed-
ucational systems. 

To conclude this article, here are some rec-
ommendations that deserve consideration: 

• The research developed within the 
program should originate from con-
crete professional problems, rather 
than starting exclusively from theory, 
and should offer solutions that can be 
operationalized and applied in the 
short and/or medium term. The qual-
ity of this research should be evalu-
ated based on its effectiveness in 
solving problems related to the pro-
fessional world. The research-ori-
ented components of the curriculum 
should emphasize the relationship 
between theory and practice, prepar-
ing students to conduct applied, ac-
tion, or intervention-oriented investi-
gations. 

• The professor of a professional doc-
toral program must have significant 
prior experience in the professional 
field to which the program is linked. 
Such experience must have been de-
veloped over several years and 
demonstrate that the professor, prior 
to joining the program, had already 
acquired professional leadership at-
tributes and acted as an agent of 
transformation. Their intellectual pro-
duction, resulting from research 
and/or extension activities, must be 
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focused on solving practical prob-
lems. Faculty members who do not 
hold a doctoral degree but who 
demonstrate exceptional professional 
competence may also be eligible to 
join the program's faculty. 

• Students in a professional doctoral 
program must also have relevant prior 
professional experience that clearly 
demonstrates their dedication and 
competence in their field. It is recom-
mended that students remain in their 
professional contexts during the 
course, using the work environment 
as a space for experimentation and 
development of their Final Course 
Project (acronym in Portuguese 
TCC). 

• The TCC should be conceived as an 
instrument geared toward profes-
sional practice, in which problems in 
the occupational context are investi-
gated and concrete solutions are pro-
posed. The document may take differ-
ent formats, ranging from a traditional 
dissertation to projects, technical re-
ports, technologies, or teaching mate-
rials. It should be written in a manner 
accessible to the relevant profes-
sional community and evaluated by a 
panel that includes representatives 
from the professional context under 
investigation. 

• To enable students to remain in pro-
fessional activity during their doctor-
ate, the Professional Doctorate in Ed-
ucation (PDE) should be flexible in 
terms of schedules and learning for-
mats. Thus, the use of hybrid strate-
gies and distance learning platforms 

should be incorporated in order to 
meet the specific needs of students 
with time and geographical access re-
strictions. In this sense, it is neces-
sary for Capes to review its overly re-
strictive rules regarding hybrid 
teaching and distance learning, as 
recommended by Verhine and Dan-
tas (2024). 

• The Capes evaluation process should 
be reformulated to place greater em-
phasis on the distinctions between 
academic and professional modali-
ties, using differentiated criteria—
and, eventually, forms—for the evalu-
ation of the two types of programs, 
with regard to their organization, func-
tioning, research quality, intellectual 
production and output, faculty and 
student profiles, nature of final pro-
jects, and social impacts. The ap-
proach currently adopted by the Edu-
cation Area, which is limited to 
assigning different weights to publica-
tions and technical-technological 
products, proves insufficient to cap-
ture and promote the unique identity 
of the professional doctorate. This 
identity is essential so that this modal-
ity is not perceived as a second-rate 
academic doctorate, but rather as a 
prestigious program aimed at effec-
tively improving the quality of educa-
tional practice in Brazil. 
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